Grand Rapids, Michigan
September 30, 2008

Community Triple Bottom Line
Indicator Report

“Treat the Earth well: it was not given to you by your parents,
it was loaned to you by your children. We do not inherit the
Earth from our Ancestors; we borrow it from our Children.”
(Ancient First Nations Proverb)
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Preface
Dr. Kent E. Portney, Tufts University, Medford, MA
I am delighted to introduce this first Grand Rapids Community Triple Bottom Line Indicator Report. This report
demonstrates that the City has made a significant commitment to becoming a more sustainable and livable
place, and that the people of the City can rightfully boast that they are among the regional and national
leaders in this pursuit. These are indeed challenging times in which we live – challenging in terms of the
economy, the quality of life and the environment, homeland security, and many other ways. Some cities have
been unable to meet these challenges, but Grand Rapids has stepped up to them. Utilizing its best resources –
its human and social capital – the political and civic leaders of the City deserve great credit for collaborating
with residents throughout metropolitan Grand Rapids to help create a vision for the future, and working hard
to achieve it.
Grand Rapids has decided to adapt John Elkington’s idea of a “triple bottom line,” first developed to provide
corporations with a way of understanding their net impacts on the economy and society, as a way of taking
account of how the city is doing. The idea is that by focusing on a select number of specific measures of social
and environmental health of the City, and tracking changes in these measures over time, city leaders can do
their part to ensure that Grand Rapids protects and improves the quality of life and the bio-physical
environment while still seeking to promote a high standard of living for all its residents. Every resident has a
right to know what the City is doing to protect and improve the quality of the air, the water, and the land; and
every resident has a right to know how successful the City has been in accomplishing these goals. This report
addresses these questions.
Every city that engages in trying to measure these important results discovers how difficult a process it is.
Sometimes the indicators don’t tell the whole story and new indicators need to be added. Sometimes it is
very difficult for municipal governments to finds effective ways of making improvements. But measuring and
reporting on progress represents an extremely important step. Embedded in this report are about [fourteen]
major indicators that relate to the quality of life and the environment in Grand Rapids, Kent County, and
Western Michigan. Taken together, these provide a contemporaneous snapshot into how well the City and
surrounding communities have been doing, and provide clear metrics for all residents to use in thinking about
directions for the future.

Kent Portney, Professor of Political Science at Tufts University, Medford, MA. He received his M.A. University of
Connecticut; A.B. Rutgers University; Ph.D. Florida State University. Dr. Portney teaches courses in
methodology, judicial politics, political behavior, public administration, survey research, and environmental
politics. He is the author of Taking Sustainable Cities Seriously: Economic Development, the Environment, and
Quality of Life in American Cities (MIT Press, 2003), Approaching Public Policy Analysis (Prentice-Hall, 1986),
Siting Hazardous Waste Treatment Facilities: The NIMBY Syndrome (Auburn House, Greenwood Publishing
Group, 1991), and Controversial Issues in Environmental Policy (Sage Publications, 1992). For more
information on Dr. Portney: http://ase.tufts.edu/polsci/faculty/portney/bio.asp.
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Introduction
The City of Grand Rapids, Michigan (City) has been fortunate through the years to be called home by good
people, prosperous businesses, and wise community leaders, all enjoying a highly desirable quality of life and
progressive future. The City is the center of a thriving and growing metropolitan region and sits as Michigan’s
second largest city. The City solicits community input to find collaborative solutions for issues that involve the
economy, environment and social conditions found in all sizes of cities across America today. The desire of
citizens and leaders to preserve this high quality of life as related to its environment, economy, and social
fabric provides the basis that makes up this measuring and reporting effort.
In August, 2005, progressive and visionary community leaders from government, academia, business, and
environmental advocacy groups, created the nation’s first “Community Sustainability Partnership” (CSP) and
embarked on a journey to compile a new community road map that would lead Grand Rapids to sustainability.
A common sustainability framework was developed and selection of various community sustainability
indicators centered on triple bottom line principles were selected for research. Data sources have been
reviewed to compile the various measurements and observations in the report for the City and surrounding
West Michigan community. Additionally, data from other community agencies, businesses, organizations,
governments, and individuals is now being collected by the Community Research Institute at Grand Valley
State University, to allow future comparisons and trending of continuous community improvement. This
report provides a community benchmark or stake in the ground, for measuring progress going forward.
Community data was taken from many existing reliable sources such as Grand Valley Metro Council, Kent
County, the Delta Strategy, the City of Grand Rapids, the Community Research Institute, the West Michigan
Strategic Alliance, and others.
The indicators selected for this work were compiled from historical community indicators and from a listing of
34 various measurements used by progressive and growing communities across the nation as collected by Dr.
Kent Portney in his book “Taking Sustainable Cities Seriously”. Some indicators are “traditional” and others
are “non-traditional” representing new thought as to what might be more meaningful when data basing
sustainable systems in a community. The data points are dynamic and may change through the years as more
is learned about the community’s future needs and issues. The community sustainability effort has taught
that, together, using appropriate measurements and charting, we can keep a sustainable community
development strategy that lets us “live today without jeopardizing the ability of future generations to live
equally as well or better”.
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Executive Summary
The City of Grand Rapids, Kent County, and West Michigan in general, are great places to live, learn, work, play
and raise families as the history of the region demonstrates. The region is blessed with great natural
resources, wonderful people, high quality educational institutions, and vibrant commerce that all contribute
to a very high quality of life. The community has always stood on its own strengths and heritage and today
continues this practice as it grapples with how to preserve and move the same winning attitude forward
“beyond the seventh generation” as taught by the Native American community that inhabited this rich land
before us.
This report is formatted in the triple bottom line categories mentioned earlier in the Introduction. Since this is
the first Community Triple Bottom Line Indicator report for Grand Rapids, we are not certain that we have
selected the right data points that will lead us to becoming the community we want to leave for our children
but we are committed to the study, application, and measurement of our actions in order to produce
continuous improvement and smart community growth. “CEO’s For Cities” recently published information in a
“City Dividends” report compiling similar data and found that by changing some of these indicators by only
one (1) percentage point, Grand Rapids could impact its economy by $763M. The intention of this report is to
provide the reader with a snapshot in time of the community conditions found in Grand Rapids and West
Michigan for the study period cited.
The Environmental Quality Categories and Indicators point out areas that are under stress in the natural
resources and habitats in the area. Lake Michigan, for example, supplies precious water and commerce to
hundreds of thousands of people in the region and the future depends on the protection and preservation of
every creature and living system that balances that ecosystem. Those same ecological systems found in water,
air, and on land, are becoming incapable of recovering from the growing quantities of wastes and discharged
materials that are generated and placed in the environment here. Strategic waste management in the region
must specifically eliminate or transform materials into other products that can be used to reduce some of this
environmental stress being placed on the City’s natural systems today. Energy and water conservation must
have a high community priority to impact the results of mined and man-made materials that are damaging the
watersheds in the region. Toxins such as mercury, lead, and zinc must be reduced and eliminated to preserve
the natural systems we rely on for assimilating wastes back into the earth’s crust. Buildings constructed and
used in the community must be designed to use less energy and toxic materials to protect occupant and
planet health, and recyclable materials must be better utilized as we work to reduce the ecological footprint of
the region. Transportation planning must prioritize strategies that work to increase public transportation use
and limit parking and roadway capacities so citizens can travel easily and conveniently throughout the region
and elsewhere. At a recent “CEO’s For Cities” event, City officials learned that the “Green Dividend” for a one
(1) mile per day reduction in vehicle miles traveled (VMT) in the region would generate an economic impact of
$141 million savings for citizens related to vehicle purchases, fuel, and maintenance. Grand Rapids is setting
the pace for other Michigan communities in the area of environmental stewardship. As an example, the City
self-funds water quality improvements, promotes LEED and Energy Star buildings, purchases renewable
sources of energy, and is developing community strategies to help lower VMT for the region.
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The Economic Prosperity Categories and Indicators reveal that even in the face of economic downturn, the
City, through the application of wise financial stewardship, philanthropy, collaboration, and community
reinvestment, remains strong and vibrant with a relatively high quality of life across all community sectors.
The City utilizes “community-oriented government” strategies and “neighborhood associations” to solicit and
apply input from its citizens and businesses about what services are desired and what should be supplied.
Inside the government organization, “lean administration” strategies, public/private partnerships and regional
cooperation provide desired services at the most economical and efficient level. The government maintains a
financial “nest egg” for emergencies and manages fund balances in a wise and thrifty manner. The diverse
and “family-owned” business and commerce of West Michigan provides the basis for continued community
vitality and strength on into future generations. Area colleges and universities produce high quality, creative
and motivated students that enter the workforce and provide innovation and new technologies that build on
future needs. Public schools supply motivated students that feed into the higher education institutions in the
area and issues associated with this feed-in system are being evaluated recognizing this area to be a critical
need for any sustainable community. Community leaders are beginning to better understand how problems
related to the social, economical, and environmental health of families and neighborhoods directly impact the
educational processes at work within the community. We are finding that potential solutions for these
problems must be balanced by applying a systems approach across all sectors of the community. The
community is seeking ways to build its intellectual capital and teach how sustainability is unattainable without
the same. Future economic health within the community must not focus solely on replacing lost jobs within
traditional urban businesses, but also on feeding new “business development” that supports surrounding rural
communities and neighborhood businesses, which provide entrepreneurial opportunities for citizens and
neighbors that need City amenities and services as well. The stimulation of new technologies, products, and
services will create new jobs, new micro-enterprise, and new agricultural capacity needed for food for future
generations.
The Social Capital and Equity Categories and Indicators reveal typical urban issues that are being experienced
across America as traditional cities re-create themselves. Grand Rapids is fortunate to have caring and
supportive agencies, organizations, and foundations that give generously for the benefit of the community, an
important factor that leads to community sustainability. Schools, museums, hospitals, arenas, convention
centers, and other public icons here are only possible because of this generosity and the understanding of
community reinvestment. Grand Rapids has low public debt load compared to other popular U.S. cities
because extensive bonding was not needed to build and create a good deal of its public infrastructure. Crime,
poverty, homelessness, racial tension, and other typical urban problems are not as prevalent here because of
good partnerships, public concern for children and youth, and citizen support of public safety services. Social
agencies are collaborating with other non-traditional groups such as business and environmental advocacy
organizations as leaders realize the connections between people, planet, and prosperity and the community’s
triple bottom line. High school drop-outs, teenage pregnancies, homelessness, unemployment and crime will
slowly become stories of by-gone days as together Grand Rapids works to dialogue, balance, and solve these
community issues through application of urban sustainability strategies coached throughout the community in
organizations, businesses, churches, and government. At a recent “CEO’s For Cities” event, City officials
learned that the “Opportunity Dividend” for a one percent reduction in poverty would generate $63 million in
economic impact and an increase in the “Talent Dividend” would provide a $559 million in regional per capita
income for a one percent increase educational attainment in the region.
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Environmental Quality Categories and Indicators
Planet Earth is composed of many and varied natural systems that work in harmony to manage energy, water,
air, food, growth and wastes on the earth. Nature incorporates an efficiency that marvels anything humans
have ever attempted to create, a naturally balanced and sustainable condition when left to its own functions.
In nature, a system’s wastes are utilized by another system as food and wastes produced from that system
become food for another, the basic process repeating over and over until balanced—the conditions describing
an ecosystem as we know it. No toxins are produced that cannot be utilized by another system and each
system supports the functions of another by producing whatever its neighboring systems require. As the
highest form of organism on the planet, it seems that we must manage our activities similarly and as stewards
be careful not to upset these natural systems that could jeopardize our ability to have clean air, water, fertile
lands, and natural systems necessary to support our own living habits. Following the model that has afforded
earth’s inhabitants with their needs for thousands of years, a sustainable community must seek to balance its
food, waste, energy and growth and preserve the precious natural systems in and around it so they continue
to provide clean air, water, and soils for the present and the future. These efforts will insure safe and healthy
living environments for this generation and for generations to come as human organisms seek balance for
their own ecosystems through time.
Because an ecosystem is such a great example to observe and mimic, the environmental indicators selected
for this report reflect how the community currently uses its energy, water, air, land, and wastes. As additions
to this ecological assessment group, we evaluate transportation and the buildings we use to determine how
those activities might impact the space and living conditions that we have in the West Michigan ecosystem.

Environmental Quality
Waste
Energy
Water
Air Quality
Land Use and Natural Habitat
Transportation
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Environmental Quality Category, Waste: This indicator displays the volume of residential waste and
recycling materials collected at curbside by the City Streets/Sanitation Department. The materials are
allocated to the County Waste to Energy Facility (WTE), South Kent Landfill, Resource Recovery Center (RRC),
and the City’s Yard Waste site. The data displays tons of refuse, tons of recycling, tons of yard waste, and the
rate of refuse collected per household from the City’s sanitation customers, trended over time from 20022007. This data set demonstrates community progress in waste elimination, resource recovery, and the
associated reduction of green house gas emissions from landfill operations and incineration in the region.
The City provides free recycling to its residents and the trend to use this service remains consistent. Recycling
programs reduce the volume of refuse burned in the WTE facility, reduce green house gas emissions, and
reduce methane produced from waste decomposition in landfills.
Source: City of Grand Rapids Streets/Sanitation Department
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Sustainable cities work to eliminate all toxic/hazardous wastes and
convert the remaining materials to “food” or raw materials for
other processes.
Target: Increase Residential recycling rate 10% by 2010 and continue the
downward trend in Refuse Tons/Household.
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Environmental Quality Category, Energy: This indicator reflects the total amount of energy used in
City operations to provide City services. It measures the total kilowatt-hours (kWh) of electricity, total million
cubic feet (Mcf) of natural gas consumed from available data sets and total gallons of fuel broken down into
petroleum and bio-based products from 2002 to 2007. This measure is used to track and measure the various
types and amounts of energy used by the City government to chart progress on renewable energy use and
associated reduction of green house gas emissions.
The City is reducing its energy use by incorporating Light Emitting Diode (LED) lighting for traffic signals, Energy
Star equipment, and higher efficiency motors and switchgear for City operations whenever feasible.
Alternative fuel vehicles are replacing older vehicles in the City fleet as they come up for replacement. Electric
vehicles are in use in City Parking Services. Total annual energy savings now exceed $350,000. New street
lighting technologies are also being evaluated. The City of Grand Rapids purchases 20% of its electrical power
from Michigan renewable sources and has committed to reducing its global warming air pollutants by 7% by
the year 2012.
Source: Consumers Energy, DTE, City of Grand Rapids Comptroller, Facilities Management, Motor
Equipment Services Divisions
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Sustainable cities conserve, capture, and reuse all forms of energy
and utilize renewable sources to produce it whenever possible.
Target: Utilize 100% renewable energy from Michigan sources by 2020 and
replace fleet vehicles with alternative fueled vehicles by 2015.
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Environmental Quality Category, Water: The indicator characterizes the water quality and quantity
provided to the City and its Customer Communities throughout the metropolitan area. The water quality of
the Grand River returning water to the Lake from Grand Rapids and upstream communities is also provided.
The data depicts the volume of water sold to water customers, connected retail customer base, per capita
water usage, and the water quality of selected locations along the Grand River for the period 2002-2007. This
indicator is important for tracking the City’s production and use of high quality water from Lake Michigan and
the impact of lifestyle and growth on the quality of water returned to the Lake.
Water conservation impacts energy consumption several times as the use of high quality drinking water
produced from Lake Michigan is curtailed. Water conservation also affects the quantity of water requiring
treatment and restoration before returning to the Grand River and Lake Michigan. Green house gas
emissions are significantly reduced through the application of water conservation practices.
Rainwater harvesting is a way to reduce non-point source pollution, erosion, high quality water production
costs, and energy use and can reduce the use of high quality drinking water for certain uses. The City has
committed to eliminate all of its combined sewer discharges into the Grand River by 2019 and to implement
strategies that replace high quality drinking water with other less costly water sources. The desired outcome
of these efforts is to ultimately reach a 15% reduction in water use from year 2000 levels with a management
strategy that endorses on-going stewardship of area water resources to the benefit of future generations.
The water quality in the Grand River remains constant through the study
period as combined sewers are separated and storm water pollution
prevention is implemented and applied. Continued focus on public education,
storm water management and water conservation is improving overall water
consumption and quality. To date the City has expended over $350M to
separate combined sewers and eliminate overflows into the Grand River
resulting in a greater than 99% reduction of combined sewage discharges.
Source: City of Grand Rapids Water, Environmental Protection Services
Department
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Sustainable cities capture and utilize rainwater across the City for
water uses that do not require “drinking water quality”.
Target: Reduce water consumption by 15% of year 2000 levels by 2015.
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Environmental Quality Category, Air Quality: This indicator provides a characterization of air quality
in West Michigan using the number of days rated as “Ozone Action Days” in Kent County for 2002-2007 and
information from available Toxics Release Inventory (TRI) reports. This indicator is used to reflect the
community’s air quality and toxics releases, which are known to impact public health for those with asthma,
emphysema, and pulmonary conditions.
The air quality in West Michigan has been steadily improving through the study period. There has been a 50%
reduction in the TRI data by community manufacturers as reported to the USEPA. To keep the overall air
quality improvements trending positively continued efforts at controlling nitrogen, sulfur, methane, and
carbon dioxide emissions are necessary. The City is working with other West Michigan partners to seek
designation as a “Clean Cities” region and develop strategies that reduce its carbon footprint.
Combustion processes release chemicals into the atmosphere, which are transported across the Great Lakes
watershed for deposition in surface water and across the landscape. Ozone Action Days are declared when
temperature and humidity produce conditions that concentrate the health effects from these chemicals but
do not necessarily create a direct source of air pollution.
The City is on track to meet the obligations of the U.S. Mayor’s Climate Protection Agreement for reducing
global warming air pollutants by 7% by 2012.
Source: United States Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA), Michigan Department of Environmental
Quality (MDEQ) Air Quality Division, City of Grand Rapids Environmental Protection Services Department
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Sustainable cities develop strategies that reduce the use of fossil
fuels for energy production, transportation, and heating/ cooling,
and incorporate other carbon reduction strategies that work to
eliminate the release of green house gases.
Target: Reduce green house gas emissions by 7% of year 2000 levels by 2012.
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Environmental Quality Category, Built Environment: This indicator measures buildings and facilities
that incorporate leading environmental and energy design building standards (LEED) as developed by the
United States Green Building Council (USGBC). These standards improve building operational efficiencies,
improve occupant health, lower energy and water consumption and improve overall environmental
conditions. This measure shows the number of LEED-certified and registered projects in Grand Rapids, greater
Grand Rapids and the State of Michigan as of July 2007. This indicator tracks improvements made to buildings
and neighborhoods that are focused on energy conservation, water conservation, renewable energy, and
occupant health and welfare.
Grand Rapids is leading most parts of the country in the use of the LEED-certified building standards
published by the USGBC. The use of the Federal government Energy Star ratings and green building practices
endorsed by the National Association of Home Builders are also encouraged and supported. The City
Commission has adopted a policy that requires LEED Certification for all new city buildings and facilities
greater than 10,000 square feet. The State of Michigan is listed by the USGBC as one of the top 10 States that
have the most LEED registered and certified projects. Buildings emit over 40% of green house gas emissions
in the U.S. The LEED and Energy Star building standards are designed specifically to reduce green house gas
emissions as well as improve occupant health and productivity through improved lighting, ventilation, energy
and water conservation, and the use of recycled materials and renewable energy sources.
Source: United States Green Building Council (USGBC) West Michigan Local Chapter
Number of LEED Registered and Certified Projects
(As of July 2007)
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State of Michigan
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Sustainable Communities encourage the use of LEED, Green Built,
and Energy Star building standards to support the use of locally
produced materials, provide improved public health, reduce local
energy and water consumption and lower community green house
gas emissions.
Target: Continue increasing the square footage of all building stock in the City
of Grand Rapids in support of LEED and Energy Star Building Standards.
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Environmental Quality Category, Land Use and Natural Habitat: This indicator charts various land
uses in the City of Grand Rapids. It measures the amount and types of land in the City as represented in the
“Urban Forest Ecological Services Assessment”(August 2008) performed by the Grand Valley State University
Annis Water Resources Institute for the City’s Planning department . The report estimates the City’s tree
canopy to be approximately 34% of the total land area within the City. This data and the measure of the City’s
tree canopy provides important land use information that reveals how well the community preserves and
protects the natural features and habitats that make this area desirable.
The City continues to grow through new housing and business expansion. Efforts to preserve green
infrastructure and open space are considered in any new planning process. The use of trees, native plants,
green roofs, expanded parks, and other greening strategies are being applied through the “Green Grand
Rapids” project mentioned below. Additionally restoration of environmentally sensitive Renaissance Zone
properties has increased taxable values over $115M over a ten (10) year period ending in 2005. Trees,
wetlands, meadows and other natural features continue to be threatened by economic development. These
natural systems normally “treat” the wastes we discharge to air, water, and land and their loss lowers natural
capital that is part of the high quality of life found in West Michigan.
Just as capital must be expended for economic growth in a community, financial capital must also be provided
to fund installation and replacement of important natural capital features in desirable areas of the City.
Currently the City’s Planning and Parks and Recreation departments are soliciting public input for a new Parks
Master Plan (Green Grand Rapids) that will address specific green infrastructure resources and strategies on a
going forward basis.
Source: Grand Rapids Planning Department, GVSU Annis Water Resources Institute
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TREE CANOPY ASSESSMENT
Total Area (City): 29,020 Acres (45.3 sq. miles)
Total Tree Canopy Cover: 10,029 Acres (15.7 sq. miles)
Percent Tree Canopy: 34.6%

Urban Forest by Neighborhood Type and Zoning Map
•
•
•
•
•

Mid-Century Neighborhoods (46.86%)
Modern Neighborhoods (42.88%)
Special Districts (30.34%)
Traditional Neighborhoods (30.15%)
Right-of-Way (23.59%)
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Sustainable cities inventory area natural features and oversee
economic development activities to insure that natural resources
that are damaged or removed are replaced with ones of equal or
greater value.
Target: Increase the Urban Tree Canopy to 40 % by 2015
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Environmental Quality Category, Transportation: This indicator measures the miles traveled by
passengers utilizing the City’s public transportation system over the period of 2002-2007. The increased use in
public transportation in Grand Rapids reflects the good choices made by the public to lower their personal
vehicle miles traveled (VMT) ultimately lowering their carbon footprint.
Grand Rapids residents are increasing their use of public transportation, which reduces personal vehicle fuel
use, maintenance expenses and global warming pollutants generated by this sector. A new van pool service
was incorporated in 2005 with over 20 vans providing local daily commuter service for approximately 125
passengers. To encourage vanpool use, the City of Grand Rapids Parking Commission offers a free parking
space to ITP van pools and currently has three vans parking for free in City facilities. Grand Rapids’ ITP
received the “Outstanding Public Transportation System Award” for a system of its size from the American
Public Transportation Association. The City of Grand Rapids Motor
Equipment Services Division is currently switching to alternative fuels
and vehicles as older models are replaced. The City is partnering with
other West Michigan communities through the West Michigan
Strategic Alliance to obtain a “Clean Cities” region designation that
works to incorporate various alternative fuels in community fleet
operations. Because transit operations are significant contributors of
undesirable urban air contaminants, which impact public health, and
increase the emission of global warming pollutants, this measure is
important to trend.
The City of Grand Rapids Parking System also offers a DASH shuttle parking service, moving employees and
students from 2000 perimeter parking spaces into downtown to reduce the amount of vehicular traffic and
congestion on downtown streets and help to reduce commuter vehicle miles traveled each day. The following
chart indicates the success of this service since 2002.
New hybrid buses have been used in the Grand Rapids ITP fleet since 2007 and have been assessed for their
effectiveness in reducing green house gas emissions, noise, and improving the efficiency of the fleet
operations along with electric service vehicles used by City Parking Services staff.
Source: The RAPID, Interurban Transit Partnership (ITP), City of Grand Rapids Parking Services Department
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Sustainable cities incorporate alternative fuel and vehicle
transportation technologies, along with state of the art public
transportation methods, that work to impact the triple bottom line
impacts from transportation in its service areas.
Target: Build a bus rapid transit system by 2015 and continue evaluating a light
rail system for completion by 2020. (“CEO’s For Cities” suggests that a one (1)
mile per day reduction in vehicle miles traveled (VMT) in the region will
generate $141M in annual savings related to vehicle purchases, fuel, and
maintenance expenses.)
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Economic Prosperity Categories and Indicators
Planet Earth produces, distributes, exchanges, and consumes goods and services from its various systems and
processes that are provided in a functioning and balanced ecosystem. As such, there seems to be a natural
economy that exists and functions absent from human activities but an economy that can be influenced by
those same activities, either positively or negatively. The human economy is described by “Wikipedia” as “the
system of human activities related to the production, distribution, exchange, and consumption of goods and
services of a country or other area”, which obviously includes communities. The origins of the word translate
as “management of a household or family”. In that light, economic prosperity seems to be a measure of how
successful we are in managing the production, distribution, exchange and consumption of the goods and
services we are capable of producing. Unfortunately, humans do not frequently consider the “natural capital”
that we daily use, abuse, and misuse within our own ecosystem and therefore our economy is not fully
sustainable as an earth function. The capital we use to produce profit and quality of life is seldom replaced
and therefore is declining at a rapid pace causing disruption in the natural systems a nd processes that we
depend on for our survival. Climate change is but one example of this.
Economists reveal that there are number of ways to measure economic activity including:
Consumer Spending
Exchange Rate
Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
GDP per capita
Gross National Product (GNP)
Interest Rate
National Debt
Rate of Inflation
Unemployment
Balance of Trade
For the purposes of this report, we utilize the traditional measures of economic prosperity related to personal
income and unemployment to begin getting at this leg of the triple bottom line for West Michigan. We have
added the non-traditional measurement of knowledge competitiveness as a way to value one of the special
goods we produce, community knowledge. Future attempts at describing economic prosperity in West
Michigan must begin to value the natural capital that exists in abundance here and makes this community
such a highly desired living area. Without this valuation of natural capital systems and processes, future profit
has little meaning and purpose if the place we know as home is destroyed or damaged beyond measure.

Economic Prosperity
Personal Income
Unemployment
Brownfield Redevelopment
Knowledge Competitiveness
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Economic Prosperity Category, Personal Income: This data reveals the annual family income in
Michigan, Kent County, and Grand Rapids for the period of 2000-2006. Per capita income reflects the total
amount of personal income averaged across the population that can be used for such things as food, housing,
transportation and other necessities. This measure was selected for monitoring because it is one of the most
basic measures of the health of the local economy and when compared with State and county data can
provide insight into local community economic well-being.
Since year 2000 per capita income has increased at a faster rate in Kent County than in the State of Michigan.
The National Per Capita Income average was $33,050 in 2004 compared to $32,079 and $32,416 respectively
for Michigan and Kent County in the same year. The economic growth and health of the community can also
be assessed by evaluating poverty and other socio-economic measurements.
Source: Delta Strategy, Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau
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Sustainable cities develop a diverse local economy that supports
community families and individuals with sufficient personal income
and a high quality of life and personal well-being.
Target: Increase per capita personal income in Grand Rapids to meet and then
exceed the County and State levels by the 2020 Census.
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Economic Prosperity Category, Unemployment: This indicator trends the percentage of people
unemployed in the workforce in the United States, Michigan, and Grand Rapids for the period 2002-2007. It
does not include homemakers, retired persons, or unemployed persons not actively seeking work.
Unemployment is a community indicator of economic well-being and reflects the capability of employers to
provide the numbers and types of jobs needed by the workforce and conversely, the ability of the workforce
to supply the skills and availability needed by employers.
The diversity and breadth of the regional manufacturing base reflects the ability for the local economy to
remain stable through challenging economic down turns. For the past several years, the unemployment rate in
Grand Rapids has been lower than the rate in Michigan but higher than the U.S. national rate. Currently,
Grand Rapids is one of several cities in Michigan with net gains in employment. New jobs have been created in
the life sciences sector that took advantage of existing educational institutions and hospital facilities.
An individual’s unemployment reduces household income, limits health insurance coverage, raises community
stress, places extraordinary demands on human services and overall impacts the community’s quality of life.
Source: Delta Strategy; Michigan Department of Career Development; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, GVSU
Community Research Institute
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Sustainable cities develop local and regional economies that take
advantage of their geographic capabilities and workforce skill sets.
Target: Grow and support sustainable businesses and utilize the diverse skill
sets across the West Michigan community for the new economy.
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Economic Prosperity Category, Redevelopment, Reinvestment and Jobs: This table reflects the
capital investment and economic impact of the city of Grand Rapids’ redevelopment program. The data
demonstrates how a community’s strategic redevelopment plan can play a vital role in a sustainability
strategy.
Community efforts in strong economic and business development have created almost 9,350 new jobs for
residents over the last five years. The return on investment (economic prosperity), new job creation (social
equity), and restored land use (environmental stewardship) clearly has improved Grand Rapids’ triple bottom
line position during this reported time frame and provides strong evidence of continuous improvement. This
success supports future efforts for this type of community investment going forward.
Source: Grand Rapids Economic Development Office.

Sustainable cities work to promote economic growth in all
community sectors.
Target: Create new neighborhood micro-enterprise zones that support
walkable community development
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Economic Prosperity Category, Knowledge Competitiveness: This index is a measure of the
knowledge economies of the world’s leading regions. The index is an integrated benchmark of the knowledge
capacity, capability, and sustainability and the extent to which knowledge is translated into economic value
and into the wealth of a region for the period 2003-2008. The world’s most competitive regions are ranked in
this data and Grand Rapids should remain in the top 10 regions to preserve our base of wealth and prosperity
into the future.
The majority of U.S. regions saw their performance either remain static or fall from the 2005 Index, indicating
that the U.S. ability to stimulate a thriving knowledge intensive economy is not as effective as other world
regions. Grand Rapids and Detroit ranked 6 th and 15th respectively in the 2005 Index. Grand Rapids dropped
to 13th in the 2008 data and Detroit remained at 15 th. No other Michigan Metropolitan area was ranked in the
report. The community is currently investing over $1 Billion in investments for a health care and life sciences
technology corridor. Michigan State University also recently announced the location of a new medical school
in Grand Rapids. Currently, the region ranks 30 th nationally in life science industries with over 200 life science
companies located here
Source: Robert Huggins Associates, “World Knowledge Competitiveness Index 2003, 2004, 2005, 2008”
(After the 2005 report the data is only published biannually)
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Sustainable cities periodically review and evaluate their knowledge
competitiveness.
Target: Grow knowledge economy benchmarks that will place Grand Rapids in
the top 5 regions in the world.
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Social Capital and Equity Categories and Indicators
Planet Earth is home to thousands of species of wildlife and plants that function very efficiently together as a
manufacturing and supply system community. Each species seems to have a purpose and function in the
ecological processes where waste from one species becomes food for another or serves to provide raw
materials for the manufacturing of some other material that another species needs to survive. These natural
systems are examples of important community interactions where there exists a reliance on all the other
species within the community for survival and mankind is no different. These survival networks are made of
relationships that are tied by one or more types of interdependency. Species to species, these relationships
are very basic at best, relating to fulfilling each other’s basic needs. Humans, however, because of their
special quality of deductive reasoning, depend on each other for higher levels of interaction with such things
as values, kinship, friendship, ideas, and financial exchange. These connections with other human beings are
typically referred to as social networks or communities. Wikipedia, under Social Capital, cites the following
information about this human need.
In 1916, L.J. Hanafin, state supervisor of rural schools in West Virginia, first used this concept of social capital
and urged the importance of community involvement for successful schools. Hanafin referred to social capital
as “those tangible substances that count most in the lives of people, namely good will, friendship, sympathy,
and social intercourse with those that compose a social unit.” Hanafin reasoned that “an individual was
helpless socially but when in contact with neighbors, family, and others, social capital was developed,
sufficient enough to influence the living conditions within an entire community”. Hanafin went on to explain
that “the community as a whole benefits from the cooperation of all the parts” and “the individual finds in his
associations the advantages of the help, sympathy, and fellowship of his neighbors.”
This section related to Social Capital and Equity, describes the importance of individuals relating to one
another in a community. Just as nature depends on its variety of species and their daily interactions for
survival, so does the Grand Rapids community. Safety, health, education, and community voice, applied
throughout all persons within the community, influence the community’s future existence, its quality of life,
and its ability to survive for the benefit of future generations.

Social Capital and Equity
Safety and Security
Education Attainment
Health and Wellness
Quality of Life
Community Capital
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Safety and Security: These indicators measures parts 1 and 2 of
community crime for the period 2002-2007 and reveals the community’s behavior and compliance with
established social norms and laws. The data is also broken down into crime by age. These are important
indicators to watch because community crime is an indicator of the relative prosperity, quality of life, and
compatibility of a society and its citizens’. (Poverty, unemployment, homelessness, and lack of education are
known contributors to increasing crime rates within a community.)
Part 1 crimes include major crime categories while part 2 crimes involve less serious offenses. Part 2 crimes
declined 19.7% over the period measured while Part 1 crimes rose 9.2% over the same period. Grand Rapids
should continue to provide opportunities for open community dialogue on pressing social issues.
Source: Michigan State Police Uniform Crime Report, City of Grand Rapids Police Department
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Source: FBI Hate Crime Statistics 2003-2007
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Sustainable cities create safe, caring, thriving, and vibrant
communities for families and individuals.
Target: Continue to work with City Neighborhood Associations, the Police
Department, the Community Relations Commission and others to reduce crime
and violence within the community
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Education Attainment: This indicator charts the percentage of
adults 25 years or older who are committed to learning and achieving higher levels of education attainment in
Michigan, Kent County, and Grand Rapids for the years 1990, 2000, 2004, 2005, and 2006. This measurement
is used to track community education, which is an indicator of good economic opportunity. A high level of
education is critical for improved quality of life and future success in a competitive global economy.
Nearly 1 in 5 people in the age range in Grand Rapids do not have a high school diploma and only 1 in 4 have
attained a college degree. The percentage of high school and college graduates in the city, county, and state
are increasing but appear to have leveled off between 2004 and 2005. Educational efforts must create
opportunities for life-long and life-wide learning for everyone regardless of age, race, or economic status .
Source: Delta Strategy; Grand Rapids Public Schools; US Census Bureau 2000
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Sustainable cities ensure that all individuals obtain at least a high
school diploma and then encourage those students to seek higher
levels of education.
Target: Significantly increase high school graduation rates by 2015 and
encourage higher education for all citizens in the community. (“CEO’s For
Cities” indicates that the Talent Dividend for the Grand Rapids area is worth
$559M annually by raising College Attainment by 1 percent.)
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Health and Wellness (Infant Mortality Rate): This indicator
tracks the number of infant deaths per 1000 live births reflecting the community’s health, health care access,
educational awareness, poverty levels, life style choices, and adequacy of pre-natal care. It is important to
track this data because the number of infant deaths in Grand Rapids, Kent County and Michigan for this period
2000-2006 is trending upward.
The infant mortality rate for Michigan, Kent County, and Grand Rapids decreased for the period 2000-2004
but rose dramatically in 2006.
All levels of data are trending downward pointing toward better education on pre-natal care and provision of
quality medical services for all community members.
Source: Michigan Department of Community Health
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11.1%

12.2%
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9.6%

4.0%

*
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American

28.0%

22.6%

14.3%

18.3%

21.8%

Hispanic**
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**Hispanic designation is considered by the U.S. Census to be an ethnicity and not a race. Hispanic
numbers are also included in the Caucasian and African American percentages.

Sustainable cities provide families and individuals with equal
opportunity, education, and access to medical treatment, nutrition
and prenatal care.
Target: Find new ways to provide medical and prenatal services for all sectors
of the Grand Rapids community.
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Health and Wellness (Elevated Blood Lead Levels): This
indicator shows the percentage of children zero to six with residual levels of lead in their blood for Michigan,
Kent County, and Grand Rapids over the period 2002 to 2007. Elevated blood lead levels in children are
known to impede early learning processes, which lead to learning disabilities that ultimately affect the ability
of the individual to achieve higher education attainment and employment levels.
Elevated blood lead levels in children are directly linked to impaired learning and can jeopardize the
individual’s well-being as well as impose stress on the community to provide learning disability services.
Higher lead levels are found in communities with aging housing stock such as is found in inner city
neighborhoods. Grand Rapids’ “Get the Lead Out” program is a nationally recognized model that reduces and
eliminates this toxic material in the community, funded through a $5M HUD grant. Recently, a $300k
Community Action for Responsible Environment (CARE) grant was received from USEPA for a similar
community-wide effort focused on other childhood health issues after seeing the success of the lead
abatement efforts.
Source: Healthy Homes Coalition, Grand Rapids Housing Rehabilitation Department
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Sustainable cities provide families and individuals with education
and information about lead and other household toxins that impact
the environment and community’s public health and create
strategies that reduce and/or eliminate them throughout the entire
community.
Target: Develop a sustainable purchasing system that promotes purchase of
safe and non-toxic materials across the community.
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Quality of Life (Home Ownership): This section tracks the
percentage of the population that owns their own home in Grand Rapids and Kent County over the time
period of 2002-2006. Homeownership is a reflection of a community’s overall economic stability, vitality, and
viability and portrays the economic well-being and social status of individuals and families.
The trend in Grand Rapids and Kent County over the period has increased slightly, which is an indication of
stability in light of an overall economic downturn in the State. Many factors influence a person’s decision to
move from a City to a suburb such as community infrastructure conditions, schools, tax rates, traffic volume,
green space, and provision of services and progressive communities work to insure that these factors are
being adequately addressed throughout the community.
Source: U.S. Census; GVSU Community Research Institute
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Sustainable cities create a community with relatable “sense of
place” for all citizens composed of good government, strong
commerce, diversity, leadership, good schools, and a sustainable
quality of life.
Target: Continue to create sustainable neighborhoods and communities based
on collaborative dialogue and triple bottom line balance.
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Quality of Life (Poverty): This indicator trends the percentage
of the population with incomes below the Federal poverty level ($19,350 for a family of 4) for individuals,
families, and children under 18 years of age for Michigan, Kent County, and Grand Rapids for years 2000 and
2005. This is an indicator of economic well-being and downward trends are directly associated with
undesirable community conditions and characteristics such as crime, delinquency, teen pregnancy, substance
abuse, low academic achievement, and lack of access to quality health care.
In Kent County, 1 in 3 African-Americans live below the poverty level compared to less than 1 in 10 Caucasians.
The percentage of families in Grand Rapids living below the poverty level rose from 11.9% to 15.1%. This level
is slightly higher than the level for Kent County but is significantly higher than poverty levels for the State of
Michigan.
Source: Delta Strategy; U.S. Census and American Community Survey--2005
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Sustainable cities encourage families and individuals to be economically selfsufficient using “welfare to work” strategies and promotion of career
development assistance through local education providers.
Target: Promote the creation of new employment opportunities across all sectors of the
Grand Rapids and West Michigan communities. (“CEO’s For Cities” indicates that lowering
the area poverty rate by 1% will provide an “Opportunity Dividend” of $63M annually.)
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Quality of Life (Reduced Price and Free Lunches): This data
reflects the percentage of students receiving reduced price and free lunches, which reflects the socioeconomic health of families in the community. Increases in this rate can indicate demographic changes within
the community. The graph depicts the percentage of students meeting income qualifications to receive free
and reduced-price lunches through the National School Lunch Program for Michigan, Kent Intermediate School
District (KISD), and the Grand Rapids Public Schools (GRPS) over the school years 2000-2008.
The percent of students qualifying for Free and Reduced-Price lunches continue to increase in the GRPS. GRPS
has a much higher percentage of economically disadvantaged students than the surrounding suburbs such as
make up the KISD. The percentage of students receiving reduced price and free lunches is approximately
twice the rate for students in KISD as well as in the rest of the State.
Source: Grand Rapids Public Schools
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Sustainable cities encourage families and individuals to be
economically self-sufficient and to provide financial support for the
local education systems that produce future intellectual capital for
the community’s benefit.
Target: Reduce the percentage of students receiving reduced price and free
lunches over the next five (5) years by 10%.
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Community Capital (211 Calls for Assistance): This data
trends the numbers of emergency calls for help received by “The Heart of West Michigan’s 211 services” for
the period 2001-2007. This measurement is tracked since the number of emergency calls reflects the
existence of basic unmet individual needs. Upward trending indicates potential gaps in services that need to
be provided by the community for its citizens .
The City and surrounding community has an effective “211” hotline for getting assistance to citizens in a
timely manner and the service is being used more and more each year as indicated by the increase in the
number of calls for basic needs (rent/mortgage, shelter, electricity, heat, and emergency food) over the study
period. The City should continue to help optimize the one call system being provided by the United Way and
use the data to evaluate unmet needs for help across the community.
Source: Heart of West Michigan United Way
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.Sustainable cities provide ways to determine and service the basic
needs of its citizens like the “one call” system provided by the “Heart
of West Michigan United Way”.
Target: Continue to support and encourage the use of the “211 System” and
evaluate the unmet needs of the community annually to define gaps in services
provided.
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Community Capital (Voter Participation): This indicator
tracks the percentage of voter participation in primary and general elections, which reflect the community’s
support of a democratic process where individuals can have input and voice in the decisions made for the
good of the community. The data is for Grand Rapids voters that voted in primary and general elections for
the years 2000-2006.
Grand Rapids citizens utilize the democratic voting process to participate in community decision-making and
selection of new leaders. Voter turnout is always higher for general elections than for primaries as well as in
the years of national elections.
Source: Kent County Clerk; Grand Rapids City Clerk
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Sustainable cities encourage families and individuals to participate
in their community’s democratic process, which allows for an
individual’s right to vote.
Target: Continue to help publicize and encourage voter turn-out across the
community and improve voter sites for convenience and ease of access.
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Social Capital and Equity Category, Community Capital (Population and Ethnicity): These
charts show the number of individuals reporting residence in Michigan, Kent County, and the City of Grand
Rapids for the period 1990-2007 and the racial distribution for the area over the years 2000 and 2005.
Population change and its degree of diversity reflect the vibrancy of a community, the value of public
infrastructure and services, and the quality of life available within the community.
Grand Rapids and Kent County grew 2.5% and 3.9% respectively in population over the entire study period.
This growth reflects the desire for the high quality of life found in West Michigan and gives reason to continue
seeking sustainability for this and future generations.
Grand Rapids continues to develop a more diverse culture and population as compared to Kent County and
the State.
Source: U.S. Census SF3, American Community Survey--2005; Delta Strategy
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Sustainable cities embrace diversity, vitality and growth and provide
infrastructure and support services to meet the changing needs of its
population currently and for future citizens.
Target: Utilize the cultural capital across the entire community.
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Conclusions and Next Steps
This Community Triple Bottom Line Indicator report is the first one produced for the Grand Rapids community.
It provides data supporting the community’s desire to balance social, economic, and environmental factors
that affect citizens, visitors, and workers here. The process of gathering this data and the resulting deepthought discussions centered on what the data reveals about us was worthwhile and meaningful. The intent
of this effort was to provide a “stake in the ground” for those involved with community sustainability
initiatives to begin tracking the success of applied improvement strategies over time. Community
sustainability requires continuous improvement efforts and without measurements and trending, this desire
for improvement cannot be demonstrated.
The efforts used to compile this data brought together several other data gathering initiatives such as the
Delta Strategy and West Michigan Strategic Alliance which historically produce their own “report card” using
different community indicators, mostly traditional in nature. The benefit of this work has now allowed
multiple sets of data to be collected and stored in the Community Research Institute (http://cridata.org),
housed at Grand Valley State University, where interested parties may have access to larger data sets about
the Grand Rapids community. It is anticipated that in the future as more and more indicator data is collected
and stored here, that more accurate forecasting and modeling of this community’s sustainability efforts might
be possible and businesses, agencies, governments, and non-governmental organizations might see how they
all fit together to form this complex and diverse population and society.
This TBL Indicator Report will also serve as the basis for modification of the City’s existing Sustainability Plan.
The indicators presented here will serve to guide future investment and performance by the City, its
departments and its many community partners.
It is intended that this report will be a dynamic and real time document that can be reviewed periodically to
compare community progress toward balancing its triple bottom line. It is believed that more data will be
available and that possibly new indicators will arise through future community conversations that may better
depict the sustainable nature of the West Michigan area. This report is a work in progress and this first report
is the base line to measure progress from. The work and thoughts of many have produced much community
value and will continue to produce value well into the future for the benefit of “those coming beyond the
seventh generation”.
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Grand Rapids early in the 21st century. The measurements and reporting portray a community with “a present
high quality lifestyle, that doesn’t jeopardize the ability of future generations to
create the same”—the mark of a community reaching for sustainability through
collaboration and creation of a balanced community triple bottom line.
As envisioned by Mayor George K. Heartwell in his 2005 “State of the City
Address”, the next generation will write about us and proclaim:
“This diverse group of people in Grand Rapids found ways to interconnect
business with the environment – maximizing commerce and nature. This
generation responded to the challenges of globalization by creating a city that led
the state in productivity and returned the country to prosperity. This generation
created a city where neighbors cared for neighbors and children were safe. This generation created schools
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generation created a city that sustained life.”
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