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Executive Summary of Recommendations 
The City of Grand Rapids is committed to creating a community where “all people feel safe and are safe 
at all times,” which includes creating a shared understanding of timely, equitable, and effective public 
safety services. In order to do that effectively, there must be clarity regarding the roles and 
responsibilities of the City’s public safety boards and commissions. City Manager Mark Washington 
tasked the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability (OPA) to lead an evaluation regarding the 
alignment and governance of the Civilian Appeal Board, Community Relations Commission, Police Chief 
Advisory Team, Public Safety Committee, and the SAFE Taskforce to offer recommendations regarding 
the alignment and governance of those boards and commissions. This report does not focus on Grand 
Rapids Police Department, Grand Rapids Fire Department, or Office of Oversight and Public 
Accountability, but instead evaluates the commissions and boards that work within the City’s public 
safety system. The goal of this report is to ensure that our public safety boards are well aligned and that 
the systems work in a way that complement each other and promote safety, transparency, 
accountability, and equity. This Executive Summary provides a brief overview of the recommendations 
that are discussed in greater detail throughout the remainder of the report. 
 
Civilian Appeal Board 
The Civilian Appeal Board (CAB) is unique in that unlike many other civilian review boards, the CAB has 
the ability to review and overturn decisions of the Grand Rapids Police Department Internal Affairs Unit. 
However, CAB members in addition to nine community groups have expressed the need for a more 
effective structure. The evaluation found that the CAB members are eager to make long-term, systemic 
change in addition to their duty to hold individual officers accountable, and that local and national calls 
for increased civilian oversight align with this cause. Therefore, it is recommended that the following 
recommendations be implemented:  

1) Implement Mandatory Onboarding and Training for all CAB Members; 
2) Improve Written Reports in Order to Promote Fairness and Enhance the Quality of Board 

Decisions;  
3) Increase Jurisdictional Authority to Align with Best Practices and to Promote Increased 

Accountability;  
4) Empower CAB to Make Formal Policy Recommendations to Elevate Community Voice in Public 

Safety Operations; and   
5) Reimagine City Commission Policy 800-02 to Increase Procedural Justice and to Reflect and 

Ensure Transparency. 
 

Community Relations Commission 
The Community Relations Commission (CRC) has been on the front lines for the City advocating and 
uplifting the resident and community voices in areas of civil and human rights for nearly 70 years and 
has championed many community-based initiatives. The CRC guiding documents specifically mention 
aligning the City’s strategic plans in their work and efforts, with a focus on equity.  However, it was 
found that the structure of the Community and Police Relations Subcommittee should be realigned to 
focus on systemic public safety efforts. Therefore, it is recommended that the following 
recommendations be implemented: 

1) Refocus the Community and Police Relations Subcommittee to Address Systemic Inequities in 
the Criminal Justice System;  
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2) Provide Additional Training Regarding the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan, Grand Rapids 
Police Department Strategic Plan, Grand Rapids Fire Department Strategic Plan, and the Office 
of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan; and  

3) Increase Public Access and Knowledge Regarding CRC’s Operations. 
 

Police Chief Advisory Team 
As its name suggest, the Police Chief Advisory Team (PCAT) is designed to allow members of community 
to provide advice to the Chief of Police. Although the function of this team is important, the PCAT’s 
operational structure is unclear. The findings from the survey of team members suggest that questions 
exist regarding the effectiveness of the team structure. Therefore, it is recommended that the role and 
responsibilities of the Police Chief Advisory Team be clarified by implementing the following 
recommendations: 

1) Create a Policy that Clearly Define Team Roles and Meeting Commitments; 
2) Include People of Diverse Backgrounds Reflective of the Surrounding Community in an Effort to 

Learn from and Apply the Collective Wisdom of Grand Rapidians;  
3) Identify Committee Objectives and Scope; and 
4) Require Training and Orientation of Advisory Team Members. 

 
Public Safety Committee 
The Public Safety Committee provides an excellent opportunity to elevate resident voice in public safety 
operations as the Public Safety Committee was created to make recommendations regarding public 
safety matters. The evaluation found that in practice, the Public Safety Committee receives general 
updates from the City’s public safety departments and provides informal recommendations to City staff. 
Therefore, it is recommended that the role and responsibilities of the Public Safety Committee be 
clarified and elevated by implementing the following recommendations: 

1) Create a Formal Structure to Track and Evaluate Progress on Public Safety Committee 
Recommendations;  

2) Elevate the Work of the SAFE Taskforce by Converting it to a Permanent Advisory Committee of 
the Public Safety Committee in Order to Create Better Alignment with the City’s Strategic Plan 
and Elevate Resident Voice in Public Safety Operations;  

3) Increase Public Access and Knowledge Regarding Public Safety Committee’s Operations. 
 

SAFE Taskforce 
Created as a Mayoral Taskforce, SAFE was designed to recommend violence reduction strategies for the 
City of Grand Rapids.  In order advance a more aligned approach to public safety efforts of the SAFE 
Taskforce and to provide further clarity regarding the role and scope of responsibilities of SAFE, the 
following is recommended: 

1) Elevate the Work of the SAFE Taskforce by Converting it to a Permanent Advisory Committee of 
the Public Safety Committee in Order to Create Better Alignment with the City’s Strategic Plan 
and Elevate Resident Voice in Public Safety Operations; 

2) Fully Define the Role, Responsibilities, and Scope of SAFE Advisory Committee to Focus on the 
City and Public Safety Strategic Plans in Order to Provide Clarity and to Ensure Governmental 
Excellence; and 

3) Increase Transparency Regarding SAFE’s Activities and Outcomes. 
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Executive Summary Conclusion 
In order to align the work of the City’s Public Safety Boards and Commissions, recommendations have 
been made that revise and enhance the structure of the City’s Public Safety Boards and Taskforces. 
Important themes that arise in all of these recommendations include the following: 

- Increase Transparency to Increase Engagement – All information regarding the PCAT, 
the CAB, the Public Safety Committee, and SAFE Advisory Committee should be 
uploaded to their webpages and accessible through the TRUE Action page of the City 
website. 

- Further Align the Work of the Public Safety Boards with the Strategic Plans – The CRC’s 
work extends beyond the City structure, and therefore should not be limited and 
considered a part of the City’s Public Safety Boards and Commissions (reflected in the 
chart below).  Further alignment of the Boards and Commissions as articulated 
throughout this report leads to greater accountability and governmental excellence. 

- Regular Reporting – All Public Safety Boards and Commissions should provide regular 
updates to the Public Safety Committee regarding their operations. This will provide an 
opportunity for the public to be more engaged in the operations of the City’s Boards and 
Commissions.  

- Increased Engagement Regarding the City’s Strategic Plan and Public Safety Plans - 
Although there is room for increased education regarding all of the City’s Public Safety 
Plans, the surveys of Board and Commission members clearly show a need for increased 
engagement and education regarding the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability 
Strategic Plan. The OPA should provide additional opportunities for engagement with all 
Public Safety Boards and Commissions regarding these topics. 

These revisions and enhancements along with the recommendations made throughout this report will 
provide clarity to the role, responsibilities, and operational procedures of the Public Safety Committee, 
Civilian Appeal Board, Police Chief Advisory Team, Community Relations Commission, and SAFE 
(Advisory Committee). These recommendations will help advance the City’s goal of maintaining 
governmental excellence, and ensuring that, “all people feel safe and are safe at all times in Grand 
Rapids.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



7 
 

Introduction 
The City of Grand Rapids is committed to creating a community where “all people feel safe and are safe 
at all times,” which includes creating a shared understanding of timely, equitable, and effective public 
safety services. In order to do that effectively, there must be clarity regarding the roles and 
responsibilities of the City’s public safety boards and commissions. City Manager Mark Washington 
tasked the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability (OPA) to lead an evaluation regarding the 
alignment and governance of the Civilian Appeal Board, Community Relations Commission, Police Chief 
Advisory Team, Public Safety Committee, and the SAFE Taskforce to offer recommendations regarding 
the alignment and governance of those boards and commissions. This report does not focus on Grand 
Rapids Police Department, Grand Rapids Fire Department, or Office of Oversight and Public 
Accountability, but instead evaluates the commissions and boards that work within the City’s public 
safety system. The goal of this report is to ensure that our public safety boards are well aligned and that 
the systems work in a way that complement each other and promote safety, transparency, 
accountability, and equity.  
 
The below timeline highlights each of these boards’ establishment in addition to various reports and 
efforts towards public safety in the City of Grand Rapids. 

 
The below chart indicates how each public safety board interacts.  
 

 
1

City Commission

City Manager

Grand Rapids 
Police Department

Office of Oversight 
and Public 

Accountability Civilian Appeal Board

SAFE Taskforce

Public Safety 
Committee

Community Relations 
Commission

Police Chief 
Advisory Team

Grand Rapids Public Safety Boards and 
Taskforces Interaction Chart – Current State



8 
 

The below chart details the primary responsibilities of each public safety board. 
 

 
 
City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plans 
In March 2018, the Grand Rapids Fire Department released their FY19-22 Strategic Plan.1 The Grand 
Rapids Fire Department’s mission is to value people by saving lives, protecting property, and responding 
to the needs of our community, and their vision is to provide world class fire services for our community 
by employing a diverse workforce which respects, values, and develops our members. The Grand Rapids 
Fire Department Strategic Plan embeds honesty, integrity, loyalty, teamwork, and excellence as its 
values. 
 
In April 2019, the City Manager released the first City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan2 to guide the City’s 
operations and financial investments. The City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan specifies six values, which 
are embedded throughout the Plan and guides all the City’s work – accountability, collaboration, 
customer service, equity, innovation, and sustainability. Further, the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan 
offers six priorities that detail many of the City’s focus areas for a 3–5-year period. These priorities are 
governmental excellence, engaged and connected community, mobility, economic prosperity and 
affordability, health and environment, and safe community.  
 
In August 2019, the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability (OPA) was created to serve as an 
independent city department that works to increase transparency and accountability within the City of 
Grand Rapids with a focus on the City’s public safety departments. In August 2020, the OPA released the 
Office of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan3 to guide its operations, time, and financial 

 
1 The GRFD Strategic Plan can be found here: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/fire-department/files/annual-reports/fy19-fy22-
strategic-planning-sheet-banner-edition.pdf 
2 The City Strategic Plan can be found here: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/initatives/strategic-plan/strategic-plan/city-of-grand-rapids-
strategic-plan.pdf 
3 The OPA Strategic Plan can be found here: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/oversight-and-public-accountabillity/files/opa-
strategic-plan-8-10-updates-final-draft.pdf 

https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/fire-department/files/annual-reports/fy19-fy22-strategic-planning-sheet-banner-edition.pdf
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/fire-department/files/annual-reports/fy19-fy22-strategic-planning-sheet-banner-edition.pdf
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/initatives/strategic-plan/strategic-plan/city-of-grand-rapids-strategic-plan.pdf
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/initatives/strategic-plan/strategic-plan/city-of-grand-rapids-strategic-plan.pdf
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/oversight-and-public-accountabillity/files/opa-strategic-plan-8-10-updates-final-draft.pdf
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/oversight-and-public-accountabillity/files/opa-strategic-plan-8-10-updates-final-draft.pdf
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investments. The Office of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan is centered around the 
phrase T.R.U.E. Justice which reflects the OPA’s values and guides how the agency makes decisions. 
T.R.U.E. stands for Transparency, Responsibility, Unity, and Equity. Further, the Office of Oversight and 
Public Accountability Strategic Plan includes strategic priorities to organize the agency’s work, which 
includes Change, Accountability, Restorative Justice, Engagement and Empowerment, and Plus 
(C.A.R.E.+).  
 
In August 2020, the Grand Rapids Police Department (GRPD) released the Grand Rapids Police 
Department Strategic Plan4 to reimagine policing by implementing some significant changes. The Grand 
Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan embeds service, equity, integrity, and accountability as its 
values. The Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan also focuses on three main priorities – safety, 
innovation, and engagement.  
 
The City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan approved by the City Manager (subsequently adopted by City 
Commission) is the City’s official roadmap regarding crime prevention, violence reduction, and public 
safety strategy. The strategic plans of the Grand Rapids Police Department, Grand Rapids Fire 
Department, and Office of Oversight and Public Accountability are supporting plans that help identify 
the City’s public safety strategies. All four of these strategic plans guide the City’s public safety efforts 
towards having accountability and equity embedded in an engaged, connected, and safe community. 
 
Methodology 
To best evaluate the current status of the Civilian Appeal Board, Community Relations Commission, 
Police Chief Advisory Team, Public Safety Committee, and the SAFE Taskforce while finding alignment 
opportunities with each group listed above, the OPA created an evaluation plan that determined how 
the values, mission, and vision of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan are being utilized throughout 
the public safety groups. The OPA focused on determining if groups can collaborate and be innovative in 
their outlook of public safety to ensure alignment with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan along with 
the Grand Rapids Fire Department Strategic Plan, the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan, 
and the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan. The evaluation plan ensured the 
OPA became well versed in the priorities of each group by: 
 

1) Reviewing Applicable Policies and Procedures 
The OPA reviewed over 50 City Commission and Administrative Policies applicable to the boards 
and commissions and their guidelines for operation. The most relevant ordinances, rules, and 
City Commission Policies (CCP)5 for the purposes of this report are: 

- Grand Rapids, Michigan – Code of Ordinances (City Charter) 
- City Code Title IX Chapter 175, Articles 1-5, Sections 9.935-9.953 
- Grand Rapids City Commission Standing Rules 
- Citizen Board or Commission Member Handbook 
- CCP 100-01 City Commission Policy Manual 
- CCP 300-06 Citizen Boards and Commissions 
- CCP 800-02 Grand Rapids Police Department Civilian Appeal Board 

 

 
4 The GRPD Strategic Plan can be found here: https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Departments/Police-
Department/Strategic-Plan 
5 All City Commission Policies can be reviewed in their entirety at: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Policies/City-Commission-Policies/Number-Sorted 

https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Departments/Police-Department/Strategic-Plan
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Departments/Police-Department/Strategic-Plan
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Policies/City-Commission-Policies/Number-Sorted
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2) Analyzing Group Structure 
In addition to reviewing all governing documents, policies, and procedures for each group to 
gain a better understanding of the group’s structure, metrics, and goals, the OPA reviewed all 
public reports posted by each group within the past 6 years to gain a better understanding of 
the outcomes derived from each group in relation contributing to a safer community.  

 
3) Observing Group Meetings 

The OPA attended the public and private meetings of each public safety group to gain a better 
understanding of their priorities and how each group works towards developing a safer 
community. The OPA did not participate in the meetings; OPA’s role was to observe.6 

 
4) Engaging with City Staff 

The Civilian Appeal Board, Community Relations Commission, Police Chief Advisory Team Public 
Safety Committee, and SAFE Taskforce each have a dedicated staff liaison who is responsible for 
reasonable requests for information, guidance, or other routine matters. Staff liaisons are not 
voting members, but they attend all meetings. The OPA connected with the staff liaison for each 
group to gather information, identify areas of improvement, gain different perspectives, and 
learn more about group operations.  
 

5) Gathering Feedback from Group Members 
The OPA created a survey to gain valuable insight and feedback from all group members. All 
answers within the survey are, and will remain anonymous, however, the information provided 
was utilized to inform this report. Members were given a week to respond to the survey.  
Greater detail regarding the survey results is provided throughout this report.  
 

6) Evaluating Group Alignment with Strategic Plans 
The OPA reviewed each of the strategic plans related to public safety and evaluated the groups 
alignment with the plans. This was completed not only through the aforementioned survey, but 
also by completing a deep dive comparison of the values and priorities of each of the strategic 
plans to the values and priorities of the public safety groups.  

 
7) Aligning Boards to Principles of Governmental Excellence and Efficiency 

After OPA completed the aforementioned steps outlined in the methodology, City staff 
participated in cross-departmental discussions and analysis of the findings to develop 
recommendations that ensured governmental excellence and efficiency.  

 
Fiscal Analysis 
The OPA requested the Comptroller’s Office assistance with this project to avoid illegitimacy within the 
review. The Comptroller’s Office serves as the City’s accounting office and focuses on city payroll, 
internal audits, and accounting services. The Comptroller’s Office completed a financial review of each 
group’s funding and the outcomes associated with that funding, which will be broken down in each 
section below. The report of the fiscal analysis is included in the Appendix of this document. 

 
6 OPA did participate in Civilian Appeal Board meetings as the OPA Director serves as the staff liaison to CAB. 
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Civilian Appeal Board 
Current Organizational Structure 
In 1996, the City Commission established the Grand Rapids Police Civilian Appeal Board (CAB) through 
City Commission Policy 800-02.  The CAB is comprised of 9 members – 3 members appointed by the 
Mayor, and 6 members appointed by the City Commission. City Commission policy 800-02 was 
established to: 

- Encouraging compliance with rules and regulations concerning the conduct of police 
officers during interactions with citizens; 

- Encouraging individuals who believe they have been mistreated by police officers to use 
the internal complaint process of the Grand Rapids Police Department to have those 
officers’ conduct reviewed; 

- Creating a process that fairly and evenhandedly evaluates and judges the conduct of 
everyone involved to determine whether or not a breach of departmental rules and 
regulations has occurred; and 

- Affording the community a sense of confidence that the community itself is involved as 
necessary in reviewing the activities of police officers. 

 
The CAB members review findings from the Grand Rapids Police Department Internal Affairs Unit 
regarding complaints of 1) the use of excessive force, 2) falsification and lying, 3) civil rights violations, 
and 4) hostility, discourtesy or other conduct unbecoming an officer when such conduct is committed in 
a context of racial animosity or prejudice. The CAB members have the unique ability to confirm, modify, 
or reverse the findings of the Internal Affairs Unit. 
 
Internal Affairs Complaint Process 
Any person can submit a complaint against any employee of the GRPD.7 Once a complaint is received, 
the Internal Affairs Unit conducts an objective investigation, and after a complaint is fully investigated, 
the Internal Affairs Unit will render a disposition, based on the established facts and circumstances. The 
dispositions of complaint investigations are classified as follows: 
 

Unfounded:  The investigation conclusively proved that the act(s) complained of did not 
occur. (This finding also applies when the act(s) may have occurred, however, 
the named employee(s) were not involved.) 

 
Exonerated:  The act, which provided the basis for the complaint or allegation, occurred; 

however, investigation revealed that it was justified, lawful and proper. 
 

Not Sustained: Investigation failed to disclose sufficient evidence to clearly prove the allegation 
made in the complaint or to conclusively disprove such allegation. 

 
Sustained: The investigation disclosed sufficient evidence to clearly prove the allegation 

made in the complaint. Violation of policy and/or procedure did occur, and 
appropriate administrative action will be taken. 

 
In the case that the disposition concludes that the complaint is not sustained, was unfounded, or that 
the officer is exonerated, the complainant may appeal to the CAB requesting further review of the 

 
7 Complaints can be submitted in person at OPA or GRPD, online, or via telephone.  



12 
 

conclusions contained in the Internal Affairs Unit investigation along with any applicable evidence. The 
CAB is not authorized to engage in separate investigations, to interview witnesses, or to hold evidentiary 
hearings, but it may remand the case to the Labor Relations Division to conduct supplementary 
interviews with the complainant, the officer(s), and witnesses.  
 
The CAB meets as necessary to consider all appeals referred to it in a timely fashion.8 Since August 2019, 
the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability has served as staff liaison to the CAB. Representatives 
of the Grand Rapids Police Department and the City Attorney’s Office are present during the appeal 
hearing to provide information regarding the scope of the Internal Affairs Unit investigation and to 
answer legal questions. At the conclusion of its deliberations, the CAB prepares a written decision 
affirming, reversing, or modifying the conclusions contained in the Internal Affairs Unit investigation. 
The decision of the CAB is then submitted to the City Manager and a copy of the decision is provided to 
the complainant(s), the police officer(s) involved, the City Attorney, the Police Chief, and the Labor 
Relations Division. If the decision of the CAB concludes that the police officer(s) violated the Grand 
Rapids Police Department Rules or Regulations, the City Manager will determine the disciplinary or 
other action to be taken. 
 
Ultimately, sworn police officers and civilian employees may appeal written reprimands, suspensions, 
and discharges from the Department in an arbitration process. 
 
Other Considerations 
City Policies 
The authority by which the CAB can be the appellate body for citizen complaints against the Grand 
Rapids Police Department staff is City Commission Policy 800-02 – Grand Rapids Police Department 
Civilian Appeal Board.9 In addition, the CAB must follow CCP 300-06 – Citizen Boards and Commissions, 
the Citizen Board or Commission Member Handbook, and the Grand Rapids, Michigan – Code of 
Ordinances (City Charter). 
 
City Funding 
The Civilian Appeal Board does not have any funds budgeted or assigned outside of staff resources. 
 
Civilian Appeal Board Member Feedback 
The OPA electronically surveyed members of the CAB to get a better understanding of the CAB’s 
familiarity with training, reports, responsibilities, structure, and the City’s strategic plans. Of the six 
current members, five (83%) members responded. Each response is broken down below. 

 
8 During COVID-19, statewide restrictions regarding in-person gatherings conflicted with the mandatory 
requirements of reviewing certain documents in person, resulting in the delayed review of CAB appeals. At the 
time of this report, all pending CAB cases have been heard and decided. 
9 The guiding documents for how CAB is governed (including City Commission Policy 800-02 and the CAB bylaws) 
can be found at: https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Boards-and-Commissions/Grand-Rapids-Police-
Civilian-Appeal-Board 

https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Boards-and-Commissions/Grand-Rapids-Police-Civilian-Appeal-Board
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Boards-and-Commissions/Grand-Rapids-Police-Civilian-Appeal-Board
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Members of the CAB were asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging from, “#1- Not at All” 
to, “#5 - Very Much So.” When asked to rate the statement, “I understand the responsibilities and 
authority of the board in which I serve,” two (40%) members of the CAB responded #5 – Very Much So, 
one (20%) member of the CAB responded #4, and two (40%) members of the CAB responded #3. When 
asked to rate the statement, “I believe that the current structure of the board in which I serve is 
effective,” one (20%) member of the CAB responded #3, two (40%) members of the CAB responded #2, 
and two (40%) members of the CAB responded #1 – Not at All.  
 
Members of the CAB were then asked to consider familiarity with reports, training, and alignment in a 
multiple-choice format ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree,” including the option to 
choose “unsure” or “I did not receive an orientation/training.” 

 
When members of the CAB were asked to rate the statement, “The orientation/training I received 
helped me understand the expectations of my involvement with this board,” one (20%) member of the 
CAB answered, “I did not receive an orientation/training,” while three (60%) members of the CAB 
agreed, and one (20%) member of the CAB remained neutral. When asked to rate the statement, “I am 
familiar with the reports and/or recommendations created in the last 5 years,” two (40%) members of 
the CAB strongly agreed, one (20%) member of the CAB remained neutral, and two (40%) members of 
the CAB disagreed. When asked to rate the statement, “the board in which I serve considers the City’s 
strategic plans when making important decisions,” four (80%) members of the CAB responded, “neutral” 
while one (20%) member of the CAB responded, “disagree.” Lastly, when rating the statement, “the 
board in which I serve is aligned with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan,” one (20%) member of the 
CAB strongly agreed, two (40%) members of the CAB agreed, one (20%) member of the CAB felt unsure, 
and one (20%) member of the CAB strongly disagreed. 
 

40% (2)

40% (2)

40% (2)

20% (1)

20% (1)

40% (2)
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Members of the CAB were then asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging from “1 – Not 
at All” to “5 –Very Much So” when determining familiarity with the City’s strategic plans. When 
members of the CAB were asked to rate their familiarity with the Safe Community section of the City of 
Grand Rapids Strategic Plan, the GRPD’s Strategic Plan, and the Office of Oversight and Public 
Accountability Strategic Plan, the results show that members of the CAB were most familiar with the 
City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan and least familiar with the Office of Oversight and Public 
Accountability Strategic Plan.  

 
When members of the CAB were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the safe community section 
of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan,” one (20%) member of the CAB responded #5 – Very Familiar, 
two (40%) members of the CAB responded #4, and two (40%) members of the CAB responded #3. When 
members of the CAB were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the Grand Rapids Police 
Department (the GRPD) Strategic Plan,” one (20%) member of the CAB responded #5 – Very Familiar, 
two (40%) members of the CAB responded #4, one (20%) member of the CAB responded #3, and one 
(20%) member of the CAB responded #2. When members of the CAB were asked to, “Please rate your 
familiarity with the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability (OPA) Strategic Plan,” one (20%) 
member of the CAB responded #5 – Very Familiar, two (40%) members of the CAB responded #4, one 
(20%) member of the CAB responded #3, and one (20%) member of the CAB responded #1 – Not 
Familiar at All. 
 
Additional Considerations 
Community Organization Recommendations 
On March 30, 2021, the ACLU of Michigan, LINC UP, NAACP of Greater Grand Rapids, Urban Core 
Collective, Grand Rapids Pride Center, Progressive Women’s Alliance of West Michigan, Planned 
Parenthood of Michigan, Michigan Immigrant Rights Center, and the Kent County Office of the Defender 
provided a memo as concerned community organizations to the representatives of the City of Grand 
Rapids regarding recommended improvements to the CAB and City oversight functions. Many of the 
recommendations align with National Best Practices. All of the recommendations have been considered 
in the creation of the below Findings and Recommendations section. The memo can be found in the 
Appendix of this document.  
 
Grand Rapids Department of Law Opinions 
The Grand Rapids Department of Law constructed a legal opinion regarding each of the 
recommendations the concerned community organizations listed. This opinion will not be publicly 
shared due to attorney-client privilege and confidentiality; however, a legal summary prepared by the 
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City Attorney’s Office regarding the current state of Michigan law as it relates to public employee labor 
relations and collective bargaining duties is included in the Appendix of this document. This summary 
provides context regarding public employee labor relations and the duty to bargain in addition to unfair 
labor practices and grievance arbitration. The legal summary had been considered in the creation of the 
below Findings and Recommendations section.  
 
Collective Bargaining Agreements and the Public Employee Relations Act 
In 1947, the Michigan Legislature passed the Public Employment Relations Act (PERA).10 The act 
provides public sector employees with the right to organize, form, join, or assist unions; engage in lawful 
concerted activities; present grievances; and bargain collectively with their employers over wages, 
hours, and other terms and conditions of employment. As such, PERA and the City’s Current Collective 
Bargaining Agreements were considered in the creation of the below Findings and Recommendations 
section. 
 
Findings and Recommendations 
Proper civilian oversight supports the goals of community-oriented policing, benefits police departments 
as a whole, and builds community trust.11 The Civilian Appeal Board is an excellent example of the City 
of Grand Rapids’ early and continued commitment to accountability. The CAB is unique, in that unlike 
many other civilian review boards, the CAB has the ability to review and overturn decisions of the Grand 
Rapids Police Department Internal Affairs Unit. The CAB provides Grand Rapidians with a path in which 
their concerns can be addressed, outside of the Police Department. This is an important feature of the 
CAB that can lead toward justice.  
 
Although the ultimate decisions of the CAB can lead toward justice, in some ways, the process in which 
decisions are made lack procedural justice. According to the Office of Community Oriented Policing 
Services (COPS) from the U.S. Department of Justice, procedural justice refers to the idea of fairness in 
the process that resolve disputes and allocate resources. It is a concept that, when embraced, promotes 
positive organizational change, and bolsters better relationships. Procedural justice speaks to four 
principles: fairness in the process, transparency in actions, opportunities for voice, and impartiality in 
decision making.12 Whereas, the CAB process promotes impartiality in decision making, and 
transparency in actions, the process is not one that always seems to be fair to the complainant. The 
record that the CAB relies on in making its decisions is comprised almost entirely of police records 
without providing the complainant with a meaningful opportunity to be heard. For these reasons, the 
following is recommended:  
 

1) Implement Mandatory Onboarding and Training for all CAB Members 
The Civilian Appeal Board has the essential power to reverse decisions made by the Grand 
Rapids Police Department Internal Affairs Unit. It is important that this authority is utilized with 
thorough training in order to make concrete decisions. Further, the feedback from the CAB 
survey results indicates an unclear understanding of expectations, previous reports, and 

 
10 The Public Employment Relations Act (PERA) can be read in its entirety at 
http://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(hk3rc5r34smvuvhg2puhnhua))/mileg.aspx?page=GetObject&objectname=mcl-
Act-336-of-1947 
11 National Association for Civilian Oversight of Law Enforcement, What are the benefits of police oversight?, 
https://www.nacole.org/benefits. 
12 COPS Office on Procedural Justice - PROCEDURAL JUSTICE | COPS OFFICE (Usdoj.Gov) 

http://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(hk3rc5r34smvuvhg2puhnhua))/mileg.aspx?page=GetObject&objectname=mcl-Act-336-of-1947
http://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(hk3rc5r34smvuvhg2puhnhua))/mileg.aspx?page=GetObject&objectname=mcl-Act-336-of-1947
https://www.nacole.org/benefits
https://cops.usdoj.gov/prodceduraljustice#:%7E:text=Procedural%20justice%20speaks%20to%20four%20principles%2C%20often%20referred,opportunities%20for%20voice%204%20impartiality%20in%20decision%20making
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alignment with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan. Therefore, it is recommended that the 
CAB’s bylaws be amended to require training of all members regarding: 

1. National oversight standards; 
2. The CAB’s previous decision making and current policies and practices;  
3. The Grand Rapids Police Department’s Manual of Conduct and other relevant laws, 

policies, and procedures; 
4. History, culture, and concerns of communities served by the GRPD (including the City’s 

strategic plans on how they plan to address those concerns); and 
5. The Standard of Review (preponderance of evidence) and how it is used. 

 
These five topic areas will give the CAB members a full understanding of the importance of their 
role in civilian oversight and ensure their decisions are based on facts and policy violation. All 
five topics should be embedded in the CAB’s policies for future trainings and understanding. This 
training should also embed the City’s strategic plans, so decisions are made with Grand Rapids’ 
values, vision, and mission as a priority.  

 
It is worth noting that the current CAB members have recently received training offered by the 
Office of Oversight and Public Accountability, the Grand Rapids Police Department, and the 
Department of Law regarding many of the aforementioned topics and other important issues 
including the following topics: 

- the GRPD’s policies and procedures, 
- Use-of-Force tactics, 
- Legal history related to the CAB process,  
- General understanding of the Open Meetings Act and Freedom of Information 

Act,  
- General understanding of Public Sector Employment Law and Employee Rights, 

and  
- Constitutional law and case law considerations.  

 
Although necessary, none of the above trainings were required by policy. In order to ensure the 
efficacy of the CAB decisions, it is imperative that board members receive the appropriate 
training before making decisions regarding the CAB appeals. 
 

2) Improve Written Reports in Order to Promote Fairness and Enhance the Quality of Board 
Decisions 
City Commission Policy 800-02 states, “The Civilian Appeal Board will prepare a written decision 
affirming, reversing, or modifying the conclusions contained in the Complaint Disposition 
Report. If the Civilian Appeal Board reverses or modifies the conclusions in the Complaint 
Disposition Report, the written decision must contain sufficient detail to explain the reason for 
the reversal or modification.”13 This requirement does not specify what should be included in 
the written decision aside from the basic conclusion reached. 
 
Therefore, it is recommended that additional requirements for the written decisions be 
mandated, including, but not limited to: 
 

 
13  Grand Rapids City Commission Policy 800-02, Grand Rapids Police Department Civilian Appeals Board § 3. 



17 
 

1. Identifying specific documentation, video, statements, and other relevant information 
that were provided to the CAB members and relied upon in reaching a decision; 

2. Identifying information that was incomplete, missing, or needed to be requested 
through supplementary investigation; 

3. Identifying the Standard of Review (Preponderance of Evidence) and training received 
on the topic; 

4. Identifying specific reasoning for the CAB’s decision, including relevant policy violations; 
and 

5. Identifying the ultimate disposition of the CAB. 
 
Thorough and concrete explanations regarding decisions will ensure accountability and allow 
the community and staff to feel more engaged, connected, and safe (a priority for all three 
strategic plans). Additionally, well written decisions provide necessary clarity for future litigation 
or arbitration.  It should be noted that the OPA and City Attorney’s Office have already begun 
implementing this recommendation with the CAB, however it should be mandated to increase 
transparency and accountability. 
 

3) Increase Jurisdictional Authority to Align with Best Practices and to Promote Increased 
Accountability 
The CAB is currently allowed to review complaints related to (a) the use of excessive force; (b) 
falsification/lying; (c) civil rights violations; and (d) hostility, discourtesy, or other conduct 
unbecoming of an officer when such conduct is committed in a context of racial animosity or 
prejudice.14 It is recommended that the CAB’s authority be expanded to cover any and all 
complaints regarding allegations of major rule or policy violations. The City Commission has the 
authority to implement this recommendation. Releasing the CAB’s limitation on the type of 
complaints it is allowed to review will ensure the City’s values of equity, accountability, and 
customer service are put at the forefront during the appeal process.  

 
It should be noted that the current collective bargaining agreements of the Grand Rapids Police 
Officers Association and Grand Rapids Police Command Officers Association must be considered 
in the implementation of this recommendation. The upcoming bargaining season provides an 
ideal opportunity to begin addressing this recommendation.  

 
4) Empower CAB to Make Formal Policy Recommendations to Elevate Community Voice in Public 

Safety Operations 
It is recommended that the CAB’s authority be expanded to include allowing the CAB to make 
formal policy recommendations to the Grand Rapids Police Department and/or to the Office of 
Oversight and Public Accountability specifically addressing policies that led to the current 
complaint and recommending changes to policy and/or specific actions taken by officers. The 
CAB should publish their findings and recommendations in their public annual report for 
increased transparency internally and externally. The annual report should be published on the 
CAB’s webpage and accessible through the TRUE Action15 page of the City Website. This would 
fulfill the initiatives of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan, which calls for high expectations 

 
14  Grand Rapids City Commission Policy 800-02, Grand Rapids Police Department Civilian Appeals Board, § 2.  
15 The TRUE Action webpage can be found here: https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Programs-and-
Initiatives/TRUE-Action-%E2%80%93-Reimagining-Policing-in-Grand-Rapids 

https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Programs-and-Initiatives/TRUE-Action-%E2%80%93-Reimagining-Policing-in-Grand-Rapids
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Programs-and-Initiatives/TRUE-Action-%E2%80%93-Reimagining-Policing-in-Grand-Rapids
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of governmental excellence, elevating community voice in City operations, and equitable 
outcomes. 
 

5) Reimagine City Commission Policy 800-02 to Increase Procedural Justice and Reflect and 
Ensure Transparency 
The most recent revision to City Commission Policy 800-02 Grand Rapids Police Department 
Civilian Appeal Board occurred on July 8, 2003 which preceded the GRPD’s 12-Point Plan 
(2015),16 Lamberth Consulting Traffic Stop Study (2017),17 21CP Solutions – Grand Rapids Police 
Department Taskforce on Police Policies and Procedures Report (2018),18 Hillard Heintze – 
Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Review of the Department Staffing (2019),19 
implementation and opening of the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability (2019), and 
release of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan (2020), the Grand Rapids Police Department 
Strategic Plan (2020), and the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan (2020). 
This policy also precedes the local and national demand for additional civilian oversight and 
police reform based on the murder of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and countless others. 
Therefore, the current policy does not reflect current practices, nor does it capture the 
collective wisdom that the City has gained since the latest revision of City Commission Policy 
800-02 in July of 2003. As such, the process in which complaints are accepted, reviewed, 
decided, and appealed should be reviewed. 
 
When reimagining City Commission Policy 800-02, both the law as dictated by PERA, and the 
Grand Rapids Police Officers Association and Grand Rapids Police Command Officers Association 
labor contracts must be carefully considered. In order to avoid further arbitration regarding the 
CAB bylaws, more detailed direction regarding the operation of the CAB and the role of the OPA 
in the process should be included in the reimagined policy. The CAB survey results indicate that 
members of the CAB do not believe the current structure in which they serve is effective or is in 
alignment with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan.  
 
Part of the stated purpose for City Commission Policy 800-02 is the creation of a process that 
“fairly and evenhandedly evaluates and judges the conduct of everyone involved to determine 
whether or not a breach of departmental rules and regulations has occurred.” The current 
process does not allow the CAB members to consider the voice and position of the complainant 
in a significant way; minimally - this results in procedural injustice. For all of these reasons it is 
recommended that the policies and procedures be adjusted to reflect current practices, 
(including a working relationship with the OPA), improved to reflect best practice and to provide 
clarity regarding the role, responsibilities, operations, and authority of the CAB.  
 
 

 
16 The GRPD 12 Point Plan can be found here: https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Shortcut-Content/News-
Media/City-continues-to-strengthen-community-and-police-partnership 
17 The Lamberth Consulting Traffic Stop Study can be found here: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Departments/Police-Department/Traffic-Stop-Study 
18 The 21CP Solutions Grand Rapids Police Department Taskforce on Policies and Procedures can be found here: 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad62e3aec4eb7c4b00e03a0/t/5ce3ea8031b41400017a56ad/1558440613
785/Final+Grand+Rapids+Report-05_17_19.pdf 
19 The Hillard Heintze Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Review of the Department Staffing can be found 
here: https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/police/files/grpd-deployment-report-
04.05.2019.pdf 

https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Shortcut-Content/News-Media/City-continues-to-strengthen-community-and-police-partnership
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Shortcut-Content/News-Media/City-continues-to-strengthen-community-and-police-partnership
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Departments/Police-Department/Traffic-Stop-Study
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad62e3aec4eb7c4b00e03a0/t/5ce3ea8031b41400017a56ad/1558440613785/Final+Grand+Rapids+Report-05_17_19.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad62e3aec4eb7c4b00e03a0/t/5ce3ea8031b41400017a56ad/1558440613785/Final+Grand+Rapids+Report-05_17_19.pdf
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/police/files/grpd-deployment-report-04.05.2019.pdf
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/police/files/grpd-deployment-report-04.05.2019.pdf
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Community Relations Commission 
Current Structure 
In 1953, Mayor Paul G. Goebel and the Grand Rapids City Commission appointed a Human Relations 
Study Committee which resulted in the 1955 establishment of the Human Relations Commission, now 
known as the Community Relations Commission. The Community Relations Commission (CRC) has been 
on the front lines for the City advocating and uplifting the resident and community voices in areas of 
civil and human rights for nearly 70 years and has championed many community-based initiatives. 
Currently, the role of the CRC is to be an advisor to the Office of Equity and Engagement, City Manager, 
and City Commission to support and promote the Human Rights Ordinance and strengthen the 
relationship between the community and the City of Grand Rapids.20 
 
The CRC operates under the Office of Equity and Engagement21 (formerly known as the Diversity and 
Inclusion Department). In 2019, the City Commission established the Human Rights Ordinance,22 which 
was originally brought forward by the CRC to refine the roles and responsibilities of the CRC. The 
Ordinance outlines the specific roles and responsibilities of the CRC, which include: 
 

1) Fostering mutual understanding and respect among all people in the City and discourage and 
prevent discriminatory practices toward protected classes. 

2) Upon its own initiative or at the request of the Office of Equity and Engagement, the City 
Manager, or the City Commission, identifying issues relative to community tensions, 
discriminatory practices, or acts of prejudice against any protected classes. 

3) Conducting research projects, obtaining data to ascertain the status and treatment of any 
protected class, and providing reports and recommendations to the Office of Equity and 
Engagement. If applicable, findings and research will be forwarded from Office of Equity and 
Engagement to the City Manager for review and/or further action. 

4) Developing, or cooperating with other governmental or private entities to develop, programs 
and courses of community education for presentation in schools, public libraries, public 
museums, or other suitable venues, or develop presentations illustrating the contributions of 
protected classes to the culture, tradition, and progress of the City and society at large, and 
demonstrating the deleterious effects of prejudice, intolerance, and discrimination. 

5) Issuing publications or reports that in its judgment will minimize and ultimately eliminate 
prejudice, intolerance, and discrimination in the City. 

6) Advising the Office of Equity and Engagement on opportunities of alignment for the City of 
Grand Rapids Strategic Plan efforts and when applicable, assist the Office of Equity and 
Engagement with those opportunities and efforts. 

7) Cooperating with federal, state, and local agencies and departments as requested by the Office 
of Equity and Engagement to assist in addressing and resolving issues of discrimination. 

8) Recommending to the Office of Equity and Engagement, City Manager and City Commission 
measures to enhance harmonious and equitable relations among City residents and institutions; 
supporting and fortifying the efforts of City departments and agencies in protecting those 

 
20 More information on the Community Relations Commission can be found here: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Boards-and-Commissions/Community-Relations-Commission 
21 More information on the Office of Equity and Engagement can be found here: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Departments/Office-of-Equity-and-Engagement 
22 The Human Rights Ordinance can be found here: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/diversity-and-inclusion/files/community-
relations-commission/human-rights-ordinance-08272019.pdf 

https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Boards-and-Commissions/Community-Relations-Commission
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Departments/Office-of-Equity-and-Engagement
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/diversity-and-inclusion/files/community-relations-commission/human-rights-ordinance-08272019.pdf
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/diversity-and-inclusion/files/community-relations-commission/human-rights-ordinance-08272019.pdf
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described in the Human Rights Ordinance; and advising and consulting as necessary on civil 
rights and the violation thereof. 
 

The CRC meets on a monthly basis in addition to having subcommittee meetings. The CRC has thirteen 
members that represent the community at large, and they are appointed by the Mayor with approval of 
the City Commission. Each members’ term is for three years. 
 
Other Considerations 
City Policies 
The Human Rights Ordinance, also known as City Code Title IX Chapter 175, Articles 1-5, Sections 9.935-
9.953, outlines the specific roles and responsibilities of the Community Relations Commission. In 
addition, the CRC must adhere to the Grand Rapids City Commission Standing Rules, the Citizen Board or 
Commission Member Handbook, CCP 100-01 City Commission Policy Manual, CCP 300-06 Citizen Boards 
and Commissions, and the Grand Rapids, Michigan – Code of Ordinances (City Charter). 
 
City Funding 
The Community Relations Commission holds funds (known as the CRC-Rosa Parks Fund) raised from 
donations and sponsorships to recognize local champions every five years through the Helen Jackson 
Clayton Civil Rights Award. City funds are not requested or used to fund this event. The other activities 
and the CRC’s operational expenses are absorbed into the Office of Equity and Engagement budget. The 
other expenses average out to a few thousand dollars every fiscal year and are all personnel-related 
expenses. Some of the recent activities that the CRC has been involved in include the Mayor's 
Proclamation of Indigenous People's Day, Strategic Planning for the Commission, creating the Equal 
Services Policy, and co-creating the new Human Right's Ordinance. 
 
Community Relations Commission Member Feedback 
The Office of Oversight and Public Accountability electronically surveyed members of the CRC to gain a 
better understanding of familiarity with training, reports, responsibilities, structure, and the City’s 
strategic plans. Of the eleven current members of the CRC, ten (91%) members responded. Each 
response is broken down below. 

 
Member of the CRC were asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging from, “#1- Not at All” 
to “#5 - Very Much So.” When asked to rate the statement, “I understand the responsibilities and 
authority of the board in which I serve,” three (30%) members of the CRC responded #5 – Very Much So, 
three (30%) members of the CRC responded #4, and four (40%) members of the CRC responded #3. 
When asked to rate the statement, “I believe that the current structure of the board in which I serve is 
effective,” three (30%) members of the CRC responded #5 – Very Much So, four (40%) members of the 
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CRC responded #4, two (20%) members of the CRC responded #3, and one (10%) member of the CRC 
responded #2.  
 
Members of the CRC were then asked to consider familiarity with reports, training, and alignment in a 
multiple-choice format ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree,” including the option to 
choose, “unsure” or “I did not receive an orientation/training.”  

 
When members of the CRC were asked to rate the statement, “The orientation/training I received 
helped me understand the expectations of my involvement with this board,” three (30%) members of the 
CRC strongly agreed, three (30%) members of the CRC agreed, three (30%) members of the CRC 
remained neutral, and one (10%) member of the CRC disagreed. When asked to rate the statement, “I 
am familiar with the reports and/or recommendations created in the last 5 years,” one (10%) member of 
the CRC strongly agreed, three (30%) members of the CRC agreed, and six (60%) members of the CRC 
remained neutral. When asked to rate the statement, “the board in which I serve considers the City’s 
strategic plans when making important decisions,” two (20%) members of the CRC strongly agreed, 6 
(60%) members of the CRC agreed, and two (20%) members of the CRC remained neutral. Lastly, when 
rating the statement, “the board in which I serve is aligned with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan,” 
two (20%) members of the CRC strongly agreed, six (60%) members of the CRC agreed, and two (20%) 
members of the CRC remained neutral. 
 
Members of the CRC were asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging from, “1 – Not at All” 
to, “5 –Very Much So” when determining familiarity with the City’s strategic plans. When members of 
the CRC were asked to rate their familiarity with the Safe Community section of the City of Grand Rapids 
Strategic Plan, the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan, and the Office of Oversight and Public 
Accountability Strategic Plan, the results show that members of the CRC were most familiar with the City 
of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan and least familiar with the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability 
Strategic Plan.  

10% (1)

30% (3)
60% (6)

20% (2) 20% (2)

30% (3)

30% (3)

60% (6) 60% (6)

30% (3)
10% (1)

20% (2) 20% (2)

The
orientation/training I
received helped me

understand the
expectations of my

involvement with this
board.

I am familiar with the
reports and/or

recommendations
created within the last
5 years by the board in

which I serve.

The board in which I
serve considers the
City's strategic plans

when making
important decisions.

The board in which I
serve is aligned with
the City's strategic

plan.

Training, Reports, and Alignment

I did not receive an
orientation/training.

Unsure

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Strongly Disagree



22 
 

 
When members of the CRC were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the safe community section 
of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan,” one (10%) members of the CRC responded #5 – Very 
Familiar, six (60%) members of the CRC responded #3, and three (30%) members of the CRC responded 
#2. When members of the CRC were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the Grand Rapids Police 
Department (the GRPD) Strategic Plan,” one (10%) member of the CRC responded #5 – Very Familiar, 
four (40%) members of the CRC responded #4, four (40%) members of the CRC responded #3, and one 
(10%) member of the CRC responded #2. When members of the CRC were asked to, “Please rate your 
familiarity with the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability (OPA) Strategic Plan,” two (20%) 
members of the CRC responded #4, four (40%) members of the CRC responded #3, two (20%) members 
of the CRC responded #2, and two (20%) members of the CRC responded #1 – Not Familiar at All. 
 
Findings and Recommendations 
The Community Relations Commission is uniquely equipped to help achieve the goals stated in the City’s 
strategic plan as the City of Grand Rapids is dedicated to advancing equitable outcomes and 
opportunities. Given the dedication to uplifting community voice in the City of Grand Rapids, it is 
recommended that the Community Relations Commission implement the following recommendations: 
 

1) Refocus the Community and Police Relations Subcommittee to Address Systemic Inequities in 
the Criminal Justice System 
The Grand Rapids Police Department interacts with many entities within the City of Grand 
Rapids including but not limited to the Public Safety Committee, the SAFE Taskforce, the Police 
Chief Advisory Team, the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability and other community 
groups. In addition, the Grand Rapids Police Department publicly posts progress updates on 
various metrics related to their budget, community engagement, crime statistics, staffing levels, 
community programs, internal complaint statistics, and community policing efforts.  
 
Historically, the CRC has filled a very important role of working directly with the Grand Rapids 
Police Department, particularly when it came to any type of conflict between the police and 
community. In many ways, this work in now the primary responsibility of OPA. Notably, the 
primary responsibility of the CRC is neither policing nor public safety. The CRC’s primary goal is 
to prevent discrimination toward protected classes. Although policing, and the criminal justice 
system as a whole are one area in which discrimination can occur – the CRC’s focused is not 
limited to that area.  
Given the existence of the OPA, and the City’s other public safety boards and commissions, it is 
recommended that the CRC’s Community and Police Relations Subcommittee be realigned and 
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rebranded as the Systemic Inequities in Criminal Justice Subcommittee. Instead of focusing on 
policing, as its name denotes, this committee will focus on identifying and eliminating inequities 
in the justice system which ultimately affects Grand Rapidians. The committee should focus on 
what leads to inequities in the criminal justice system through the lens of policy and procedure 
as opposed to directly addressing issues in the Grand Rapids Public Safety Systems – as that is 
work delineated to other entities.23  Among other things, this committee will identify State and 
Federal solutions to systemic inequities in the justice system. 
 
Since this revised and rebranded subcommittee will focus on systems instead of directly 
focusing on Grand Rapids’ Public Safety groups, it is also recommended that the CRC be 
permanently aligned with the City’s Equity and Engagement work as opposed to our public 
safety boards and commissions. Although systemic inequities impact all communities, this 
committee will focus on the impact of those inequities on Grand Rapidians. 
 

2) Provide Additional Training Regarding the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan, Grand Rapids 
Police Department Strategic Plan, Grand Rapids Fire Department Strategic Plan, and the Office 
of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan 
The CRC has done a fantastic job at preparing new members with an orientation packet which 
includes the history of the CRC, applicable policies, and the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan. 
However, there are areas of the survey which indicate members of the CRC could use additional 
resources to achieve better alignment within the city structure. The survey results indicate most 
members were not strongly familiar with the strategic plans, or with previous work the CRC 
completed. Based on these findings, it is recommended that the CRC includes additional training 
that is covered in orientation and continued annually thereafter. This training would be in 
addition to the current orientation packet that is dispersed to new members and would include 
more historical references to previous reports. Greater familiarly with the City of Grand Rapids 
Strategic Plan would help ensure that the CRC remains aligned with the City’s vision and that the 
mission of the CRC is fulfilled.  

 
3) Increase Public Access and Knowledge Regarding the CRC’s Operations 

Currently, the CRC does not record the CRC meetings, have the CRC meeting minutes readily 
available to the public, or publicly report its annual efforts. Although it is not required by state 
or federal law that the CRC have meetings that are open to the public; doing so would increase 
transparency and potential community engagement. In the effort to increase these measures, it 
is recommended that the CRC, record and/or post its meetings on its website for the public, 
including previous meeting minutes.  Although public comment is not required, the CRC has a 
practice of allowing individuals to speak at meetings if they submit a request in advance of the 
meeting.  The information regarding who to contact if they wish to speak to the CRC during one 
of the meetings should be included on the CRC’s webpage. It is also recommended that the CRC 
continue to publish an annual report regarding their efforts to support and promote the Human 
Rights Ordinance and strengthen the relationship between the community and the City of Grand 
Rapids. 
 

 
23 The Office of Oversight and Public Accountability’s Strategic Plan outlines OPA’s commitment to identify 
systemic issues that cause disparate outcomes in the justice system and implement strategies and programing to 
address those issues within the City’s span of influence.  As such, OPA would collaborate with the CRC to address 
these issues. 
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Police Chief Advisory Team 
Current Structure 
The Grand Rapids Police Department dedicated itself to creating a Police Chief Advisory Team (PCAT) 
within the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan to help create and improve respectful 
relationships between public safety and community.24 The team was created and began meeting in July 
2020. The team initially had six members outside of the police department ultimately selected by Grand 
Rapids Police Chief, Eric Payne.  
 
Currently, the PCAT consists of 13 diverse members ranging from the business community, Grand Rapids 
NAACP, the Public Defender’s Office, and from other areas of Grand Rapids. The team began meeting 
weekly, but currently meets bi-weekly. The PCAT does not have an appointment structure or rules of 
order to follow in the meetings as the Chief wanted to avoid a hierarchal structure. The purpose of the 
team is to advise and offer recommendations to Chief Payne.  
 
Other Considerations 
City Policies 
There are no applicable polices or structured platform to the Police Chief Advisory Team.  However, the 
PCAT relies on the Police Department’s Strategic Plan for guidance.  Chief Payne explained to the OPA 
that PCAT’s purpose is to strictly to advise, and that this structure allows the advisory team to rotate 
members without any interferences. It should be noted that advisory team did not require action from 
the City Commission to be created as it is governed at the departmental level. 
 
City Funding 
The Police Chief Advisory Team does not have any funds budgeted or assigned outside of staff 
resources. 
 
PCAT Member Feedback 
The OPA electronically surveyed members of the PCAT to get a better understanding of familiarity with 
training, reports, responsibilities, structure, and the City’s strategic plans. Of the 15 current members, 7 
(47%) responded. Each response is broken down below. 

 
 

24 The GRPD Strategic Plan, Plan Process, pg. 15. 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/departments/police/files/plans/police-strategic-plan-fy21-
23.pdf 
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Members of the PCAT were asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging from “#1 - Not at 
All” to “#5 - Very Much So.” When asked to rate the statement, “I understand the responsibilities and 
authority of the Board in which I serve,” three (43%) members of the PCAT responded #5 – Very Much 
So, two (29%) members of the PCAT responded #4, and two (29%) members of the PCAT responded #3. 
When asked to rate the statement, “I believe that the current structure of the board in which I serve is 
effective,” one (14%) member of the PCAT responded #4, while six (86%) members of the PCAT 
responded #3. 
 
Members of the PCAT were then asked to consider familiarity with reports, training, and alignment in a 
multiple-choice format ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree,” including the option to 
choose “unsure” or “I did not receive an orientation/training.” 

 
When members of the PCAT were asked to rate the statement, “The orientation/training I received 
helped me understand the expectations of my involvement with this board,” five (71%) members of the 
PCAT answered, “I did not receive an orientation/training,” while one (14%) member of the PCAT 
agreed, and one (14%) member of the PCAT remained neutral. When asked to rate the statement, “I am 
familiar with the reports and/or recommendations created in the last 5 years,” two (29%) members of 
the PCAT strongly agreed, two (29%) members of the PCAT agreed, two (29%) members of the PCAT 
remained neutral, and one (14%) member of the PCAT disagreed. When asked to rate the statement, 
“the board in which I serve considers the City’s strategic plans when making important decisions,” one 
(14%) member of the PCAT was unsure, two (29%) members of the PCAT strongly agreed, three (43%) 
members of the PCAT agreed, and one (14%) member of the PCAT remained neutral. Lastly, when rating 
the statement, “the board in which I serve is aligned with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan,” two 
(29%) members of the PCAT were unsure, three (43%) members of the PCAT agreed, one (14%) member 
of the PCAT remained neutral, and one (14%) member of the PCAT strongly disagreed.  
 
Members of the PCAT were asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging from “1 – Not at 
All” to “5 –Very Much So” when determining familiarity with the City’s strategic plans. When members 
were asked to rate their familiarity with the Safe Community section of the City of Grand Rapids 
Strategic Plan, the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan, and the Office of Oversight and Public 
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Accountability Strategic Plan, the results show that members of the PCAT were most familiar with the 
Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan and least familiar with the Office of Oversight and Public 
Accountability Strategic Plan.  

 
When members of the PCAT were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the safe community 
section of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan,” one (14%) member of the PCAT responded #5 – Very 
Familiar, three (43%) members of the PCAT responded #4, two (29%) members of the PCAT responded 
#3, and one (14%) member of the PCAT responded #1 – Not Familiar at All. When members of the PCAT 
were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the Grand Rapids Police Department (the GRPD) 
Strategic Plan,” five (71%) members of the PCAT responded #5 – Very Familiar, one (14%) member of 
the PCAT responded #4, and one (14%) member of the PCAT responded #3. When members of the PCAT 
were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability (OPA) 
Strategic Plan,” two (29%) members of the PCAT responded #4, one (14%) member of the PCAT 
responded #3, one (14%) member of the PCAT responded #2, and three (43%) members of the PCAT 
responded #1 – Not Familiar at All. 
 

Findings and Recommendations 
The City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan and the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan both 
reiterate the importance of maintaining legitimacy, trust, and public support to maintain the safety of 
the Grand Rapids community. The PCAT can support these efforts to ensure accountability and 
transparency. Therefore, it is recommended that the role and responsibilities of the Police Chief 
Advisory Team be clarified by implementing the following recommendations: 
 

1) Create a Policy that Clearly Defines Team Roles and Meeting Commitments 
It is recommended that the PCAT create and publicly publish a policy that defines the PCAT and 
its main functions. All members should be involved in creation of the policy with a shared 
understanding of how often meetings are to be held, the number of members on the team, how 
members are appointed, length of terms, etc. This policy would be publicly posted along with 
the meeting’s agenda and/or minutes to support the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan in the 
overall goal of transparency. This would also encourage a space where members of the 
community could offer suggestions or ask questions about certain topics, which is in alignment 
with the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan, the Office of Oversight and Public 
Accountability Strategic Plan, and the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan. 
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Chief Payne has specified he wants this group to be strictly advisory. It should be noted within 
the policy that the PCAT will act solely in advisory capacity and not be involved in Department 
decisions, but will provide input on items such as budget, policy, performance metrics and 
outcomes. The purpose of the PCAT should be defined to advise on the policies and decisions 
made by the Department but not to dictate how the decisions are made.  

 
2) Include People of Diverse Backgrounds Reflective of the Surrounding Community in an Effort 

to Learn from and Apply the Collective Wisdom of Grand Rapidians 
While it is clear the PCAT currently has diverse members, it is important to define how team 
members are added and how many members come from varying backgrounds and varying 
viewpoints to allow for constructive criticism of the actions taken by the Police Department. It is 
important for everyone on the team to have a voice and work together to identify sources of 
resistance and issues of contention. Requiring diversity of perspective in PCAT’s membership 
should be reiterated in the PCAT policy recommended above. 
 

3) Identify Committee Objectives and Scope 
The findings from the survey of team members suggest that questions exist regarding the 
effectiveness of the team structure. Without mutual understanding regarding purpose and 
scope, effectiveness of a team can be extremely difficult to measure. It is recommended that 
the objectives and scope of this committee be clearly identified.  It is recommended that the 
purpose include advising the Chief of Police on policy changes, and any other issues the Chief 
chooses, while maintaining PCAT’s ability to make independent recommendations to the Chief.   
 

4) Require Training and Orientation of Advisory Team Members 
The findings from the survey of team members suggest that team members may not have 
received an orientation or training before joining the team. Orientation and training can help 
members understand the Grand Rapids Police Department’s past and current efforts towards a 
safer community and alignment with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan. Based on member 
feedback, an orientation packet should be created for any new members who join the team, and 
the packet should include the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan, Office of Oversight and Public 
Accountability Strategic Plan, Fire Department Strategic Plan and Police Department Strategic 
Plan.  This will lead to better alignment and understanding of the City’s values, vision, mission, 
and public safety strategy.  
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Public Safety Committee 
Current Structure 
The Public Safety Committee25 is a standing committee of the City Commission that is charged with 
considering and making recommendations on all matters concerning public safety, except those matters 
that historically have fallen within the jurisdiction of the Fiscal Committee, unless invited to do so by the 
Fiscal Committee, or directed to do so by the Committee of the Whole.26 The Public Safety Committee 
consist of nine members - one commissioner from each City ward and two City residents from each 
ward, serving a one-year term. 27 Although members of the public serve on this committee, they serve in 
a non-voting capacity. The Public Safety Committee meets on a monthly basis. 
 
Other Considerations 
City Policies 
The Public Safety Committee is governed by the Grand Rapids City Commission Standing Rules,28 the 
Citizen Board or Commission Member Handbook, CCP 100-01 City Commission Policy Manual, CCP 300-
06 Citizen Boards and Commissions, and the Grand Rapids, Michigan – Code of Ordinances (City 
Charter). 
 
City Funding 
The Public Safety Committee does not have any funds budgeted or assigned to the Committee for 
operations outside of staff resources. 
 
Public Safety Committee Member Feedback 
The OPA electronically surveyed members of the Public Safety Committee to get a better understanding 
of familiarity with training, reports, responsibilities, structure, and the City of Grand Rapids Strategic 
Plans. Out of the six current members, three (50%) members responded. The OPA has broken down 
each response below. 

 
 

25 Although commonly known as the Public Safety Committee, pursuant to the City Commission Standing Rules its 
official name is the Committee on Public Safety. 
26 More information on the Public Safety Committee can be found at: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Boards-and-Commissions/Public-Safety-Committee 
27 More information about How the City Commission Works and a copy of the standing rules can be found at: How 
the City Commission Works (grandrapidsmi.gov) 
28 Section 3 Rule III(D)2 of the City Commission Standing Committee Rules, requires that all matters to be brought 
before the Public Safety Committee shall be with the knowledge and consent of the City Manager, the Police Chief, 
and the Fire Chief, except at the request of a City Commissioner. This rule should be amended to reflect current 
practices and therefore only require that items brought before the Public Safety Committee be with the knowledge 
and consent of the City Manager, except at the request of a City Commissioner. 

33% (1)
33% (1)

33% (1)

67% (2)
33% (1)

I understand the responsibilities
and authority of the board in which

I serve.

I believe that the current structure
of the board in which I serve is

effective.

Repsonsibilities / Structure

5 - Very Much So

4

3

2

https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Boards-and-Commissions/Public-Safety-Committee
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/City-Commission/How-the-City-Commission-Works#section-4
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/City-Commission/How-the-City-Commission-Works#section-4


29 
 

Members of the Public Safety Committee were asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging 
from, “#1- Not at All” to, “#5 - Very Much So.” When asked to rate the statement, “I understand the 
responsibilities and authority of the board in which I serve,” two (67%) members of the Public Safety 
Committee responded #5 – Very Much So, while one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee 
responded #4. When asked to rate the statement, “I believe that the current structure of the board in 
which I serve is effective,” one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee responded #5 - Very Much 
So, one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee responded #3, and one (33%) member of the 
Public Safety Committee responded #1 – Not at All. 
 
Members of the Public Safety Committee were then asked to consider familiarity with reports, training, 
and alignment in a multiple-choice format ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree,” 
including the option to choose “unsure” or “I did not receive an orientation/training.”  

 
When members of the Public Safety Committee were asked to rate the statement, “The 
orientation/training I received helped me understand the expectations of my involvement with this 
board,” one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee answered, “I did not receive an 
orientation/training,” while one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee strongly agreed, and one 
(33%) member of the Public Safety Committee agreed. When asked to rate the statement, “I am familiar 
with the reports and/or recommendations created in the last 5 years,” one (33%) member of the Public 
Safety Committee strongly agreed, while two (67%) members of the Public Safety Committee remained 
neutral. When asked to rate the statement, “the board in which I serve considers the City’s strategic 
plans when making important decisions,” two (67%) members of the Public Safety Committee agreed 
while one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee remained neutral. Lastly, when rating the 
statement, “the board in which I serve is aligned with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan,” two (67%) 
members of the Public Safety Committee agreed while one (33%) member of the Public Safety 
Committee disagreed. 
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Members of the Public Safety Committee were asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging 
from, “1 – Not at All” to “5 –Very Much So” when determining familiarity with the City’s strategic plans. 
When members were asked to rate their familiarity with the Safe Community section of the City of 
Grand Rapids Strategic Plan, the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan, and the Office of 
Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan, the results show that members of the Public Safety 
Committee were most familiar with the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan and least 
familiar with the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan. 

 
When members of the Public Safety Committee were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the 
safe community section of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan,” one (33%) member of the Public 
Safety Committee responded #5 – Very Familiar, one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee 
responded #4, and one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee responded #3. When members of 
the Public Safety Committee were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the Grand Rapids Police 
Department (the GRPD) Strategic Plan,” two (67%) members of the Public Safety Committee responded 
#5 – Very Familiar, while one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee responded #3. When 
members of the Public Safety Committee were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the Office of 
Oversight and Public Accountability (OPA) Strategic Plan,” one (33%) member of the Public Safety 
Committee responded #5 – Very Familiar, one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee responded 
#4, and one (33%) member of the Public Safety Committee responded #2. 
 
Findings and Recommendations 
The Public Safety Committee was created to make recommendations regarding public safety matters. In 
practice, the Public Safety Committee receives general updates from the City’s public safety 
departments. The process in which recommendations of the Public Safety Committee are provided to 
the Committee of the Whole, or City Manager by and through staff, and tracked publicly is unclear. 
Therefore, it is recommended that the City Commission clarify and elevate the role and responsibilities 
of the Public Safety Committee members by implementing the following recommendations: 
 

1) Create a Formal Structure to Track and Evaluate Progress on Public Safety Committee 
Recommendations 
Members of the Public Safety Committee have the ability to voice their concerns, support, and 
ask thoughtful questions regarding public safety matters. To increase accountability regarding 
the recommendations of the Public Safety Committee, it is recommended that all formal 
recommendations (approved by motion of the Committee) along with the outcome of said 
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recommendations be published on the Public Safety Committee webpage of the City website. 
This will not only formalize the recommendation process but will also encourage transparency 
between the City and community. Further, a standing item that provides an opportunity for 
members to request more information regarding specific topics of interest related to public 
safety should be adopted. This will empower members to ask specific questions to the public 
safety departments to be more informed when offering recommendations and feedback.  

 
2) Elevate the Work of the SAFE Taskforce by Converting it to a Permanent Advisory Committee 

of the Public Safety Committee in Order to Create Better Alignment with the City’s Strategic 
Plan and Elevate Resident Voice in Public Safety Operations  
The Safe Alliances For Everyone (SAFE) Taskforce has been a vehicle used by the City to elevate 
resident voice in public safety operations, particularly with the release of SAFE’s 2015 report. 
Since that time, the City has continued to evaluate public safety operations and through the 
creation and implementation of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan, the Grand Rapids Police 
Department Strategic Plan, the Grand Rapids Fire Department Strategic Plan, and the Office of 
Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan. Through these plans, the City has articulated 
the strategic direction for its public safety departments in an effort to ensure that all people feel 
safe and are safe at all times in Grand Rapids.  
 
Although the work of a taskforce is intended to be temporary, elevating community voice 
regarding public safety matters must be permanent. As such, it is recommended that the SAFE 
Taskforce be elevated to a permanent advisory committee under the Public Safety Committee.  
As a permanent advisory committee, the SAFE (Advisory Committee) would be better aligned 
with the City public safety board structure, while still fulfilling its goals of sharing information on 
what exists about neighborhood violence, supporting programs based on research to fill existing 
gaps, advocating for community empowerment and voice, and promoting city policy through 
recommendation. This recommendation is discussed in greater detail in the SAFE Taskforce 
section of this report. 
 

3) Increase Public Access and Knowledge Regarding Public Safety Committee’s Operations 
Historically, the Public Safety Committee does not livestream the Public Safety Committee 
meetings or have the Public Safety Committee meeting minutes readily available to the public. 
Although it is not required by state or federal law that the Public Safety Committee meetings be 
broadcasted, doing so would increase transparency and potential community engagement. In 
the effort to increase these measures, it is recommended that the Public Safety Committee 
meetings be livestreamed, recorded and/or posted on the City’s webpage. It should be noted 
that that the City now records Public Safety Committee meetings to ensure governmental 
excellence and provide the opportunity for increased transparency.29  
 

 
29 The first Public Safety Committee to be recorded was on June 15, 2021. 
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SAFE Taskforce 
Current Structure 
In May 2014, former Mayor, George K. Heartwell30 created a mayoral taskforce known as the Safe 
Alliances for Everyone Taskforce (SAFE Taskforce)31 as an anti-violence initiative created to decrease 
violence in the community.32 In March 2015, SAFE released an Anti-Violence Strategy Report and 
Recommendations,33 which included the five peace pillar recommendations: 1) Prevention Investment; 
2) Eliminate Violent Acts; 3) Activate Economic Opportunity; 4) Community Engagement, Education, and 
Empowerment; and 5) Effect Positive Change in Public Institutions [Local, County, and State].  
 
As a mayoral taskforce, the authority to determine the governance of the taskforce and to appoint 
members to the taskforce rests with the mayor. Mayor Heartwell appointed a chairperson to lead the 
SAFE Taskforce and allowed the Chairperson to exercise broad discretion in the facilitation of SAFE. 
Originally, the SAFE Taskforce was comprised of three City Commissioners, and 14 community members 
and City staff persons. SAFE is currently made up of two City Commissioners and eight members who are 
comprised of representatives from the City Commission, health and mental health professionals, the 
Grand Rapids Police Department, non-profit organizations, and community foundations.  
 
Since 2018, an annual appropriation of $100,000 of City Funding has been budgeted to the SAFE 
Taskforce for the purpose of supporting efforts consistent with the recommendations listed in the 2015 
SAFE Anti-Violence Report and Recommendations. One of the goals of the SAFE Taskforce is to partner 
with community organizations and businesses to solve issues facing 15 to 24-year-old residents. The 
2015 Report highlighted several issues including, but not limited to issues of community safety, sense of 
community, juvenile gangs, proactive policing strategies, police community relations, and the lack of 
pro-social activities for youth. Much of this work is completed through Pitch Nights and Highlight Nights. 
 
Pitch Nights and Highlight Nights allow the City to support community-based solutions in which 
individuals and non-profit organizations are given the opportunity to compete for a partnership and 
funding through SAFE. Pitch Nights, Highlight Nights and Request for Proposals (RFP) are ways in which 
community members to receive funding to boost their efforts of reducing violence in our community. 
SAFE facilitates Pitch Nights and Highlight Nights in 2-3 months of the year to provide funding and 
support for anti-violence campaigns. All efforts underneath $10,000 are established through Pitch 
Nights and Highlight Nights while efforts over $10,000 go through an RFP process.  
 
In Fall of 2020, the SAFE Taskforce independently adopted operating procedures to guide its operations 
including funding and membership. Since the SAFE Taskforce was created as a Mayoral Taskforce, it is 
not governed by the Grand Rapids City Commission Standing Committee Rules, or other rules governing 
City Boards – instead, it is intended to be governed by the direction given to it by the Mayor. Recent 

 
30 Mayor George K. Heartwell served as mayor of the City of Grand Rapids from January 1, 2004 – January 1, 2016. 
31 Throughout its existence, SAFE has been the words Taskforce and Task Force have been used interchangeably to 
describe SAFE. For the purposes of this report, OPA has referred to SAFE as the SAFE Taskforce 
32 More information on SAFE can be found here: https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Programs-and-
Initiatives/SAFE-Task-Force 
33 2015 SAFE Report and Recommendations can be found here: 
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/initatives/safe/safe-final-report.pdf 

https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Programs-and-Initiatives/SAFE-Task-Force
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/Government/Programs-and-Initiatives/SAFE-Task-Force
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/files/assets/public/initatives/safe/safe-final-report.pdf
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appointments to the SAFE Taskforce have been at the direction of the [former] SAFE Chairperson.34 
Being a member of SAFE is a voluntary, at-will position. 
 
In February 2021, the SAFE Taskforce held an election and selected two Co-Chairpersons to lead the 
SAFE Taskforce through a majority vote. The SAFE Taskforce operating procedures specify that the co-
chairperson positions last for two years. In accordance with SAFE’s operating procedures, the 
responsibilities of the co-chairpersons are as follows: 

1. Lead the Taskforce to carry its function; 
2. Ensure decorum during official Taskforce meetings; 
3. Set priorities and create agendas for meetings in partnership with staff liaison; 
4. Provide recommendations for vacant membership seats; and 
5. Present the recommendations created by the SAFE Taskforce to the City Commission. 

 
Further, the Chairperson is required to consult with the City Manager or his designated liaison on the 
preparation of an agenda before each meeting. The SAFE Taskforce agreed-upon guidelines for 
achieving their goals include: 

1. Reviewing past reports and activities produced at the local and national level; 
2. Inviting speakers and guests from local and state agencies; 
3. Continued consideration of “best practices” programs at the public, parochial, and private levels 

of community investment; 
4. Discussion of existing programs and program gaps within the city of Grand Rapids; 
5. The inclusion of alternative community voices and perspectives at the neighborhood level. 
6. Recommendations to the City Commission on funding allocated to SAFE through RFP’s, Pitch and 

Highlight Nights and City Led activities.  
 
Through consideration of these different data points, the SAFE Taskforce intends to promote City policy 
recommendations to city officials. The SAFE Taskforce also has a staff liaison assigned to assist the 
Taskforce. 
 
Other Considerations 
City Policies 
There is no City Commission Policy that provides governance to the SAFE Taskforce. However, the SAFE 
Taskforce created Operating Procedures in the Fall of 2020. The City Charter, Citizen Board or 
Commission Member Handbook, and the Standing Rules of the Grand Rapids City Commission were 
referenced in the creation of the Findings and Recommendations section of this report. 
 
City Funding 
The SAFE Taskforce initiative receives an annual allocation of City Funds, and currently has funds 
budgeted within the City’s General Administration Department (Dept. 261) in the General Fund (Fund 
1010). On average from 2016 to 2021, the Budgeted Expenses were $110,210 while Actual Expenses 
were $51,732.34. The allocations were used to fund events including, but not limited to Pitch Winner, 
SAFE Pitch Highlight Night Project, various SAFE projects (community-initiated programs), food for SAFE 
events, and the Grand Rapids Police Department Gun Buy Back program.  

 
34 The information regarding current appointment practices is based on information and belief as provided by the 
SAFE Staff Liaison.  
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SAFE Taskforce Member Feedback 
The OPA electronically surveyed members of the SAFE Taskforce to get a better understanding of 
familiarity with training, reports, responsibilities, structure, and the City’s strategic plans. Of the 14 
members on the SAFE Taskforce at the time they survey was distributed,35 eight (57%) members of the 
SAFE Taskforce responded. Each response is broken down below. 

 
Members of the SAFE Taskforce were asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging from “#1- 
Not at All” to, “#5 - Very Much So.” When asked to rate the statement, “I understand the responsibilities 
and authority of the board in which I serve,” three (38%) members of the SAFE Taskforce responded #5 – 
Very Much So, three (38%) members of the SAFE Taskforce responded #4, and two (25%) members of 
the SAFE Taskforce responded #3. When asked to rate the statement, “I believe that the current 
structure of the board in which I serve is effective,” two (25%) members of the SAFE Taskforce 
responded #5 – Very Much So, three (38%) members of the SAFE Taskforce responded #4, and three 
(38%) members of the SAFE Taskforce responded #3. 
 
Members of the SAFE Taskforce were then asked to consider familiarity with reports, training, and 
alignment in a multiple-choice format ranging from, “strongly agree” to, “strongly disagree” including 
the option to choose, “unsure” or “I did not receive an orientation/training.”  

 

 
35 Currently, SAFE is comprised of 10 members total. When the OPA survey was distributed in March of 2021, SAFE 
was comprised of 14 members total. 
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When members of the SAFE Taskforce were asked to rate the statement, “The orientation/training I 
received helped me understand the expectations of my involvement with this board,” five (63%) 
members of the SAFE Taskforce answered, “I did not receive an orientation/training,” while two (25%) 
members of the SAFE Taskforce agreed, and one (13%) member of the SAFE Taskforce remained neutral. 
When asked to rate the statement, “I am familiar with the reports and/or recommendations created in 
the last 5 years,” two (25%) members of the SAFE Taskforce strongly agreed, four (50%) members of the 
SAFE Taskforce agreed, and two (25%) members of the SAFE Taskforce remained neutral. When asked to 
rate the statement, “the board in which I serve considers the City’s strategic plans when making 
important decisions,” one (13%) member of the SAFE Taskforce strongly agreed, four (50%) members of 
the SAFE Taskforce agreed, and three (38%) members of the SAFE Taskforce remained neutral. Lastly, 
when rating the statement, “the board in which I serve is aligned with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic 
Plan,” two (25%) members of the SAFE Taskforce strongly agreed, four (50%) members of the SAFE 
Taskforce agreed, and one (25%) member of the SAFE Taskforce remained neutral. 
 
Members of the SAFE Taskforce were asked to rate questions on a 5-point linear scale ranging from “1 – 
Not at All” to “5 –Very Much So” when determining familiarity with the City’s strategic plans. When 
members of the SAFE Taskforce were asked to rate their familiarity with the Safe Community section of 
the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan, the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan, and the 
Office of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan, the results show that members of the SAFE 
Taskforce were most familiar with the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Plan and least familiar 
with the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan.  

 
When the members of the SAFE Taskforce were asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the safe 
community section of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan,” three (38%) members of the SAFE 
Taskforce responded #5 – Very Familiar, four (50%) members of the SAFE Taskforce responded #3, and 
one (13%) member of the SAFE Taskforce responded #2. When members of the SAFE Taskforce were 
asked to, “Please rate your familiarity with the Grand Rapids Police Department (the GRPD) Strategic 
Plan,” three (38%) members of the SAFE Taskforce responded #5 – Very Familiar, two (25%) members of 
the SAFE Taskforce responded #4, two (25%) members of the SAFE Taskforce responded #3, and one 
(13%) member of the SAFE Taskforce responded #2. When members of the SAFE Taskforce were asked 
to, “Please rate your familiarity with the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability (OPA) Strategic 
Plan,” three (38%) members of the SAFE Taskforce responded #5 – Very Familiar, three (38%) members 
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of the SAFE Taskforce responded #3, one (13%) member of the SAFE Taskforce responded #2, and one 
(13%) member of the SAFE Taskforce responded #1 – Not Familiar at All. 
 
Findings and Recommendations 
As previously mentioned in this report, since the release of the 2015 SAFE Taskforce Anti-Violence 
Strategy Report and Recommendations, the City has continued to advance, evaluate, and revise its 
public safety strategy by utilizing the wisdom gained through the voices of community and by the 
information learned and reported in the GRPD’s 12-Point Plan (2015), Lamberth Consulting Traffic Stop 
Study (2017), 21CP Solutions – Grand Rapids Police Department Taskforce on Police Policies and 
Procedures Report (2018), and the Hillard Heintze – Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic Review of 
the Department Staffing (2019). These efforts led to the implementation and opening of the Office of 
Oversight and Public Accountability (2019), the creation Office of Equity and Engagement (2020), the 
release of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan (2020), the Grand Rapids Police Department Strategic 
Plan (2020), the Grand Rapids Fire Department Strategic Plan (2020), the Office of Oversight and Public 
Accountability Strategic Plan (2020), and the effort to bring Cure Violence to the City of Grand Rapids 
(2021). Through its strategic plans, the City of Grand Rapids has articulated the strategic direction for its 
public safety departments in an effort to ensure that all people feel safe and are safe at all times in 
Grand Rapids. 
 
The OPA is aware of questions that have been raised regarding the role and responsibilities of the SAFE 
Taskforce, including its role in establishing the City’s official crime prevention, violence reduction, and 
public safety strategy.36 The City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan approved by the City Manager (and 
adopted by City Commission) is the City’s official roadmap regarding crime prevention, violence 
reduction, and public safety strategy. The strategic plans of the Grand Rapids Police Department, Grand 
Rapids Fire Department, and Office of Oversight and Public Accountability are supporting plans. The City 
of Grand Rapids has Council-Manager form of government and Title VI(87)(g) of the Grand Rapids City 
Charter indicates that the City Manager is the ex-officio Director of Public Safety and is vested with all 
the authority that is granted to the Director of Public Safety including, but not limited to having 
supervision, charge, and control of the police and fire service.37 To that end, as the director of Public 
Safety, the City Manager has the responsibility of leading the City’s public safety initiatives and 
strategies by and through his appointees. 
 
In order to help ensure a more clearly aligned approach to public safety efforts the following is 
recommended: 
 

1) Elevate the Work of the SAFE Taskforce by Converting it to a Permanent Advisory Committee 
of the Public Safety Committee in Order to Create Better Alignment with the City’s Strategic 
Plan and Elevate Resident Voice in Public Safety Operations  
Although the work of a taskforce is intended to be temporary, elevating community voice 
regarding public safety matters must be permanent. As such, it is recommended that the SAFE 

 
36 During the June 15, 2021, Public Safety Committee meeting, a question was asked regarding the role and 
responsibilities of the SAFE Taskforce particularly in relation to the word, “taskforce” having a temporary meaning. 
37 TITLE VI. - APPOINTIVE OFFICERS AND EMPLOYEES | Code of Ordinances | Grand Rapids, MI | 
Municode Library 

https://library.municode.com/mi/grand_rapids/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PT1CH_TITVIAPOFEM
https://library.municode.com/mi/grand_rapids/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PT1CH_TITVIAPOFEM
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Taskforce be elevated to a permanent advisory committee under the Public Safety Committee, a 
standing committee of the City Commission. The Public Safety Committee is charged with 
considering and making recommendations on all matters concerning public safety which aligns 
with SAFE’s obligation of making recommendations to the City Commission regarding 
prevention strategies to neighborhood violence within the City of Grand Rapids.  
 
Aligning SAFE with the Public Safety Committee allows for more efficiency and promotes 
governmental excellence while still ensuring that the expressed goals of SAFE are being 
addressed.  In this revised model, the SAFE Taskforce would continue to work to provide 
resources to community-based efforts that address public safety concerns.  This is discussed 
further in the following recommendation.  Additionally, Boards and Commissions must follow all 
City Commission Policies and rules and follow the Board or Commission handbook, which 
outlines privileges and duties. The realignment of SAFE would provide structure to the 
operations of the Taskforce and also help to avoid the potential appearance of impropriety by 
ensuring that funds are dispersed through established City processes.  SAFE’s alignment with the 
Public Safety Committee helps to alleviate potential concerns regarding those processes.   
 

2) Fully Define the Role, Responsibilities, and Scope of SAFE Advisory Committee to Focus on the 
City and Public Safety Strategic Plans in Order to Provide Clarity and to Ensure Governmental 
Excellence 
A clear priority of the City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan is to have an engaged and connected 
community. This means that residents and stakeholders should have awareness of and voice in 
decisions that affect them. In order to better align the City’s public safety work, it is 
recommended that the SAFE (Advisory Committee) be charged with the primary responsibility of 
identifying and recommending the provision of financial support to community-based projects 
that lead to reductions in violence and increase community safety. The SAFE Taskforce has been 
focused on addressing youth violence reduction. This recommendation would allow SAFE to 
accomplish that goal, while still providing a path to support other violence reduction efforts. 
Operating in this manner would align the SAFE Taskforce with the City of Grand Rapids Strategic 
Plan to elevate resident voice in city operations, specifically by increasing community-based 
projects and opportunities. This effort also falls in line with SAFE’s current objective of making 
recommendations to the City Commission on funding allocated to SAFE through Request for 
Proposals (RFP), Pitch and Highlight Nights, and City led activities.  
 
Pitch Nights and Highlight Nights allow the City to support community-based solutions where 
individuals and non-profit organizations are given the opportunity to compete for a partnership 
and funding through SAFE. Implementing Pitch Nights Highlight Nights, or other mechanisms to 
fund community-based groups geared toward violence reduction and community led public 
safety efforts, should be the primary role and responsibility of the SAFE (Advisory Committee). 
 

3) Increase Transparency Regarding SAFE’s Activities and Outcomes 
SAFE is a valuable resource, however the operations of SAFE are not widely known by 
community. The SAFE Taskforce provided an Annual Update in June of 2021 to the Public Safety 
Committee. Prior to that update, the most recent SAFE biannual update was published in 
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January 2017. It is recommended that SAFE (Advisory Committee) continues to create, publish 
regular reports to the Public Safety Committee. These reports should detail all funding allocated 
to community organizations through SAFE recommendations.  This report should also include 
progress updates regarding those efforts. Additionally, SAFE’s meeting agendas, meeting 
minutes, and reports should be published on the Public Safety Committee webpage and 
accessible through the TRUE Action page of the City Website. Public reporting encourages a 
space where members of the community can offer informed suggestions and ask informed 
questions about specific topics related to public safety. This is aligned with the City’s stated 
value of accountability which encompasses transparency.  
 

If SAFE becomes an advisory committee, it will advise the City Commission. If SAFE remains a task force, 
it will advise the Mayor.  
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Conclusion 
In order to align the work of the City’s Public Safety Boards and Commissions, recommendations have 
been made that revise and enhance the structure of the City’s Public Safety Boards and Taskforces. 
Important themes that arise in all of these recommendations include the following: 

1) Increase Transparency to Increase Engagement – All information regarding the PCAT, the CAB, 
the Public Safety Committee, and SAFE Advisory Committee should be uploaded to their 
webpages and accessible through the TRUE Action page of the City website. 

2) Further Align the Work of the Public Safety Boards with the Strategic Plans – The CRC’s work 
extends beyond the City structure, and therefore should not be limited and considered a part of 
the City’s Public Safety Boards and Commissions (reflected in the chart below).  Further 
alignment of the Boards and Commissions as articulated throughout this report leads to greater 
accountability and governmental excellence. 

3) Regular Reporting – All Public Safety Boards and Commissions should provide regular updates to 
the Public Safety Committee regarding their operations. This will provide an opportunity for the 
public to be more engaged in the operations of the City’s Boards and Commissions.  

4) Increased Engagement Regarding the City’s Strategic Plan and Public Safety Plans - Although 
there is room for increased education regarding all of the City’s Public Safety Plans, the surveys 
of Board and Commission members clearly show a need for increased engagement and 
education regarding the Office of Oversight and Public Accountability Strategic Plan. The OPA 
should provide additional opportunities for engagement with all Public Safety Boards and 
Commissions regarding these topics. 

These revisions and enhancements along with the recommendations made throughout this report will 
provide clarity to the role, responsibilities, and operational procedures of the Public Safety Committee, 
Civilian Appeal Board, Police Chief Advisory Team, Community Relations Commission, and SAFE 
(Advisory Committee). These recommendations will help advance the City’s goal of maintaining 
governmental excellence, and ensuring that, “all people feel safe and are safe at all times in Grand 
Rapids.” 
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Erica Bills) for providing an in-depth fiscal analysis of the operations of our public safety boards and 
commissions.  
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Appendix 
Financial Analysis 
CIVILIAN APPEAL BOARD 

 

COMMUNITY RELATIONS COMMISSION 

 

 

PUBLIC SAFETY COMMITTEE 
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SAFE TASKFORCE 
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Cover Letter – Strengthening the Grand Rapids Civilian Appeal Board  
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Strengthening the Grand Rapids Civilian Appeal Board 
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Legal Overview Related to Collective Bargaining Obligations 
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