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The Grand Lady, the lower Grand River’s own 
paddlewheel river boat, offers cruises exploring the Grand 
River and its history. Owner and captain Bill Boynton is 
an active supporter of Ottawa County’s greenway efforts. 
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A GRAND River - by the Numbers 
 
262 - Length in miles from its start near Jackson to Grand Haven 
5572 - Area in square miles of the Grand River watershed  
4 - Average daily flow in billions of gallons at Grand Rapids  
13 - Percentage of the Lake Michigan drainage basin area 
19 - Counties that drain into the Grand River 
552 - Descent in feet from its headwaters to its mouth at Lake Michigan 
95 - Species of native fish supported by the river 
218 - Species of birds inhabiting the watershed 
 
 

Introduction 

The Grand River - A Rediscovered Resource 
 
Once one of the most important economic features in West Michigan for both native Americans and 
early entrepreneurs, the Grand River was a mostly forgotten resource for a century, amid changing 
modes of transportation, industrial pollution, and general neglect.  Recent decades of concentrated 
effort by public officials and interested citizens and a revived appreciation by the general public for 
our natural heritage and its recreational potential have once again renewed the vision for what 
originally made the Grand River so grand and how it might be that way again. 

 
The lower Grand River in particular, between Grand Rapids and Grand Haven, offers a diversity of natural 
resource features and tremendous recreation potential of great importance to quality of life in the region.  
Through its Grand River Greenway Initiative, Ottawa County Parks is working toward the goal of 
preserving key natural and cultural features within the Grand River corridor and connecting them with a 
non-motorized trail that would ultimately link Grand Rapids with Grand Haven.   

 
 

This document is intended to illustrate the exciting 
potential of the greenway corridor and the financial 
resources needed to complete land and easement 
acquisition to preserve an ecological corridor and to 
construct the recreational trail.  As shown in this 
document, Ottawa County Parks has already made a 
large investment in the Grand River Greenway and 
Kent County has made considerable investments as 
well.  Additional investment, possibly with 
assistance from private donors, could result in a 
connected greenway corridor that would multiply the 
benefits of these initial investments, resulting in a 
Greenway of regional significance and greatly 
enhancing the quality of life for area residents and 
visitors. 
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The Grand River Greenway is a major part of an Ottawa County Parks effort to provide a connected 
network of park and open space lands along its three river corridors and along the Lake Michigan 
shoreline.  The park system has been expanded to over 6,300 acres in recent years, with many  
acquisitions and developments focused along the Macatawa River, Pigeon River, and Lake Michigan 
shoreline as well as the Grand River. 
 
Ottawa County’s focus on greenways is a component of a broader and relatively new way of looking at 
green space preservation in the country which is increasingly referred to as green infrastructure 
planning.  As the name implies, green infrastructure planning views green space as essential to the 
health and functioning of a community.   
 

  Ottawa County Parks - Focusing on Greenways 
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The following plan shows the initial concept for the Grand River Greenway.  This concept was originally developed in 2000 and has 
since been regularly updated in response to changing opportunities and accomplishments.  A more comprehensive master plan is 
presented later in this document to develop these ideas with greater detail. 

The Value of Greenways 
 

 It is now recognized that greenways have special value in linking parks, 
nature preserves, cultural features, and historic sites with each other 
and with populated areas.  Linked natural lands not only provide greater 
benefit to birds, animals, and other wildlife, but also create the land 
base needed for linear trails which are increasingly popular elements of 
non-motorized transportation, health and fitness activity, and outdoor 
recreation. 

 
 In addition to their ecological and recreation value, greenways also 

enhance quality of life by providing important economic benefits.  
Greenways result in expanded tourism and contribute to enhanced 
property values.  Greenways can also be a key to attracting and 
retaining a highly educated and skilled work force and the businesses 
that depend on them. 
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The Concept 

The greenway concept plan shows analysis of the character of various segments of the Grand 
River in Ottawa County, identifies potential focus and acquisition areas, and outlines the 
framework for the Parks Commission to begin to implement the plan.   

BASIC GOAL 
Acquire key blocks of high- 

quality natural and 
recreational land and link 

them with a trail 



6 

 

Much has been accomplished 

Much has been accomplished toward the establishment of a 
greenway along the Grand River in Ottawa County.  Ottawa County 
Parks has been acquiring land to establish the Grand River 
Greenway since 1996, when a dedicated county parks millage was 
approved with a primary focus on acquiring land to expand the 
county park system.  Key greenway accomplishments include the 
following: 

Park Improvements and New Development 
Extensive park improvements at riverfront parks including picnic facilities, boat 
launches, hiking trails with bridges and boardwalks, fishing docks, natural and historic 
interpretation and many other visitor amenities.  Recent and ongoing park 
developments include park improvements at Connor Bayou, Riverside Park, 
Eastmanville Farm and Eastmanville Bayou. 

Land Acquisitions 
Acquisition of over 2,400 acres with 13 miles of river shoreline along the Grand River 
including many strategic properties with high quality natural features, unique recreation 
potential, and a high river bank suitable for trail construction.   
 

The development of the Grand River 
Heritage Water Trail and its associated 
website (http://www.miottawa.org/
ParksVI/WaterTrail/), providing paddlers 
with important information on planning 
river trips including river access, site 
amenities, and detailed information on 
natural and historic features along the 
way. 
 Construction of a barrier-free kayak 

launch at Eastmanville Bayou that will be 
linked with other barrier-free launches to 
provide accessible paddling experiences 
on the Grand River for people of all 
abilities.  

 

See the appendix for photos and descriptions of individual Ottawa 
County park sites and projects along the Grand River. 

Virginia Bluebells at Eastmanville Bayou - 
the largest colony of this State-Endangered 
plant in Michigan 

Massive Bur Oak tree at Bur Oak 
Landing 

The Grand River Heritage  
Water Trail 

Riverside Park aerial view and boat 
launch 
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In addition to the work of Ottawa County Parks, other public entities have established additional 
greenway assets that complement and enhance those created by Ottawa County: 

With 1,500 acres and over 13 miles of 
trails, the park is a major recreational 
feature along the Grand River.  
Millennium Park is also connected to a 
non-motorized pathway system that 
connects to the City of Grand Rapids and 
regional pathways to the east and ties into 
a paved pathway that runs right up to 
Ottawa – Kent County line in Grandville.   

Grand Valley State University  
The University’s Grand River waterfront 
encompasses nearly 1.5 miles of high 
quality natural land including deep 
ravines with rare plant species.   
 

This 1,665-acre site is primarily 
undeveloped and offers vast untapped 
potential for recreation use. 
 

Overall, the investment in natural and recreational lands in the 
Lower Grand River has been tremendous.  It is an investment that 
could realize exponentially greater dividends in the form of 
ecological and public recreation value with the acquisition of key 
linkage properties, along with the development of the greenway 
trail.   

Grand Haven State Game Area 

City of Grant Haven Public 
Waterfront    
Regionally recognized for its scenic 
qualities, the Grand Haven waterfront 
attracts thousands of visitors every 
summer. 

Village of Spring Lake Grand 
River Greenway Path 
Completed in 2011, this walkway 
provides new public access the Grand 
River shoreline and associated wetlands. 

Kent County’s Millennium Park  

Bass River State  
Recreation Area   

River access for hunting, fishing, and 
wildlife viewing is provided by this 1139-
acre natural area. 
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What’s left to be done? 
While a great deal has been accomplished, the true benefit of the greenway investment will not be realized until key linkages are 
acquired and the greenway trail is constructed and open to the public.  The completed system would connect the most populated 
areas of Grand Rapids, Grandville, and Jenison on the east with the Tri-cities on the west, as well as with smaller local 
communities and points of interest along the way.  The Allendale and Pew downtown campuses of Grand Valley State University 
would also be linked via a multi-use pathway providing students both recreational and commuter opportunities. 

 
 

Acquisition of an estimated 700 additional acres is needed to secure key land for 
greenway habitat connections and trail construction.  Most destination properties 
targeted along the greenway have already been purchased as part of the 2,400 acres of 
lands already in the park system, but a number of strategic properties are still needed to 
maximize the beauty of the trail route and protect key natural features.  Where lands or 
easements are not available from willing sellers, the trail route will utilize road rights-of
-way. The current cost estimate for acquisitions and easements is $4.39 million. 

LAND ACQUISITION 
700 acres 

$4.39 million 
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The greenway trail is proposed as a 10-foot-wide paved trail running on the 
south side of the Grand River from the county line in Grandville to the 
termination of the existing pathway near 144th Avenue in Grand Haven 
Township – a total distance of 28.2 miles.  Construction cost including 
paving, bridges, boardwalks, engineering fees, and other miscellaneous 
items is estimated at $10.56 million.   

Due to the scope of the project, trail construction could be broken down into the following four segments which would be 
completed in about five years.  Each segment could stand alone as a trail destination, but phasing would likely place a 
priority on the GVSU to Kent County line segment and then work to the west.   

 GVSU /Jenison Segment to Kent Trails at County line: (7.4 miles) 
 Allendale Segment: (9.4 miles) 
 Bass River Segment: (5.6 miles) 
 Robinson Segment:  From existing trail termination at 144th Avenue to Riverside Park (5.8 miles) 

 
 

All together, estimated cost for both acquisition and construction is almost $15 
million.  A more detailed breakdown of these costs along with the proposed 
acquisition areas and trail route is shown on the following greenway master 
plan and trail segment maps. 

TRAIL CONSTRUCTION 
28.2 miles 

$10.56 million 

TOTAL COST 
$14.95 million 
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The Grand River Greenway Master Plan 

Bass River Segment 
Robinson Segment 

Allendale Segment 

GVSU/Jenison Segment 

Estimated Greenway Costs 
 
Property Acquisitions: 
691 acres 
Estimated Purchase Costs 
     $4,390,000 
 
Greenway Trail Construction: 
27.63 miles of asphalt path 
2320 L.F. of boardwalk 
1000 L.F. of bridge 
Total Trail Construction Costs 
     $10,560,000 
 
Total Greenway Cost 

$14,950,000 
 

Proposed Funding Sources 
 
Ottawa County Parks’ Funds $3,600,000 
Local Government  $1,850,000 
Other Public Funds  $1,300,000 
State and Federal Grants $2,200,000 
Private Donors  $6,000,000 
      
 
 
 
 
 

 
Total Estimated Funding 

$14,950,000 
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The Robinson Segment 
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The Bass River Segment 
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The Allendale Segment 
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The GVSU Connector/Jenison Segment 
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Planning for green infrastructure is critical to the region’s ecological health and quality of life for its residents.  Ottawa 
County Parks has been working steadily since 1996 to acquire key properties along the Grand River to establish the Grand 
River Greenway, the backbone of the region’s green infrastructure.  Kent County Parks, through Millennium Park and other 
park projects, has established a strong park presence on the Grand River west of downtown Grand Rapids, and other public 
entities have also secured and developed greenway assets.   
 
The potential exists to complete land purchases for the Grand River Greenway in Ottawa County to complete a corridor of 
preserved lands from Grand Rapids to Lake Michigan.  By adding a multi-use paved trail on the south side of the river, 
linking to existing trails in Kent County, we can offer residents and visitors to the region access to a multitude of natural 
lands and outdoor experiences along an exceptionally beautiful 28-mile trail corridor showing off the best of the region’s 
scenery and natural assets. 
 
Ottawa County, with the benefit of a dedicated parks millage, has invested over $11 million for Grand River greenway 
property acquisitions since 1996, including over $3 million in state and federal grants.  The realization is, however, that the 
parks millage funding will not be sufficient to complete the greenway project.  Funding assistance from private sources to 
augment county, local, and grant funding would allow the project to be completed over an estimated 5-7 year period.  The 
following is a breakdown of these proposed funding sources: 

 
 TOTAL ESTIMATED COST     $14,950,000 
 
 ESTIMATED PROJECT REVENUES 
 
  Ottawa County Parks' funds       $3,600,000 
  Local Government                 $1,850,000 
  Other Public Funds       $1,300,000 
  State and Federal grants      $2,200,000 
  Private donors        $6,000,000 

              $14,950,000 
 
Completion of the project would represent a major milestone for the region and provide an asset that would be a major 
attraction benefitting quality of life for residents, visitors and businesses seeking to attract quality employees.  It would fulfill 
the vision of the lower Grand River as a resource to be enjoyed and appreciated by visitors and residents of West Michigan, 
now and for generations to come. 

Conclusion 





Appendix 
 

The following pages describe properties currently owned and operated by the Ottawa County Parks & 
Recreation Commission.  These properties include developed parks, undeveloped sites, and open space 
properties.  Together these 13 sites total more than 2400 acres, covering 12 miles of Grand River shoreline, and 
almost 6 miles of inland bayou and lake shoreline. 

 

Bend Area Open Space 
Bur Oak Landing 

Connor Bayou 
Crockery Creek Natural Area 
Deer Creek Park/Ripps Bayou 

Eastmanville Farm 
Eastmanville Bayou  

Grand River Open Space 
Grand River Park 

Grand River Ravines 
Jubb Bayou 
Kuits Bayou 

Riverside Park 



Bur Oak  
Landing 
Polkton Township 

Size:  261 acres 
 

River frontage:  7507 feet  
      (1.4 miles) 
 

Acquired:  2006-2008  
 

Funding:  $1,966,305 total with 
$756,413 from a Michigan Natural 
Resources Trust Fund Grant and 
$1,209,892 from parks millage. 
 

Description:  This recent acquisition 
established a new 261-acre county 
open space with 1.4 miles of river-
front, extensive wetlands and mature 
forest.  Initial improvements complet-
ed in 2008 provide two parking areas 
with information kiosks. Trails for hik-
ing, cross-country skiing and wildlife 
viewing are being developed.  Future 
improvements will provide canoe, kay-
ak and small boat access plus picnic 
facilities.  The site is available for 
hunting with 145 acres open to archery 
hunting for deer and the easterly 116 
acres open to a full range of hunting 
opportunities. 

Grant Acquisition 2008 

Acquired 2006 

Grant  
Acquisition 
2007 

The Bend Area 
Georgetown Township 

Size:  258 acres 
 

River frontage:  6,931 feet 
 

Acquired:  2008 and 2010 
 

Funding:  $1,207,000 from parks     
      millage 
 

Description:  Ottawa County Parks 
worked with several landowners in 
2000 to complete a master plan for 
an approximate 500-acre site along 
the Grand River, encompassing ex-
tensive gravel mining operations.  
The master plan, which was adopt-
ed by Georgetown Township as the 
mine reclamation plan for the area, 
proposed an expansive county park 
in the future, offering swimming, 
fishing, boating and hiking opportu-
nities.  A 188-acre purchase in 
April of 2008 was followed by a 70
-acre acquisition in 2010. Addition-
al lands will be acquired as mining 
is completed.  The potential exists 
to offer an outstanding recreation 
area near a large population base. 

CURRENT MINING  
OPERATIONS 

EX.OCPRC 
70 AC 

EX. 
OCPRC 



Connor Bayou 
Robinson Township 

 

Size:  142 acres 
 

River frontage:  4742 feet  
      (0.9 miles) 
 

Acquired:  2003-2005  
 

Funding:  $1,782,200 total cost 
with $823,000 from a Michigan 
Natural Resources Trust Fund 
Grant and $959,200 from parks 
millage 
 

Description:  The Connor Bayou 
property includes extensive upland 
oak forest known for its eastern box 
turtles and a portion of Connor 
Bayou with emergent wetlands con-
taining wild rice, a rare plant in the 
Grand River system.  Views from 
the site are outstanding, encompass-
ing the river, Connor Bayou and 
associated wetlands plus a huge 
marsh located immediately across 
the river owned by the Spoonville 
Gun Club (600 acres).  A master 
plan prepared in 2010 envisions  
kayak access, fishing, picnicking, 
trails, nature study, and remodeling 
of the existing log home for public 
daily rental and other activities.  A 
$550,000 construction project to 
implement the master plan is sched-
uled to begin in the fall of 2011.  

Crockery Creek 
Natural Area 
Crockery Township 

Size:  331 acres 
 

River frontage:  2655 feet  
      (0.5 miles) 
    
Creek frontage:  9468 feet  
      (1.79 miles) 
 

Acquired:  1997-2009  
 

Funding:  $1,480,900 with $507,637 
from a Michigan Natural Resources 
Trust Fund Grant and $973,263 from 
parks millage. 
 

Description:  This high-quality natural 
area includes not only Grand River 
frontage but also nearly 2 miles along 
Crockery Creek.  The park includes 
rolling landscape with a mix of forests, 
fields and wetlands and an abundance 
of wildlife, including one of the coun-
ty’s few active eagle’s nests.  Over two 
miles of trails are open for hiking and 
cross-country skiing.  The park is open 
to archery hunting for deer under a 
special permit system designed to pro-
vide high-quality hunting opportuni-
ties.  An acquisition in early 2009 add-
ed another 25 acres to this site. 

Photo by Ed Post 



Eastmanville 
Farm 
Polkton Township 

 

 

Size:  229 acres 
 
River frontage:  1,367 feet (0.26 mi.) 
 
Park Designation:  Designated for 
county park use by the Ottawa County 
Board of Commissioners in 2004. 
 
Project Description:  Ottawa County 
Parks prepared a master plan for the 
former County poor farm site in 2006.  
This effort led to the development of 
equestrian facilities including parking, 
trails, restroom and other support 
facilities completed in 2009, as well as 
barn restoration efforts including 
structure straightening, roof repairs, 
window replacement, and painting. In 
2010, the historic cemetery, the final 
resting place of over 50 poor farm 
residents, was restored and 
rededicated. The West Michigan 
Agricultural Education Center, a newly 
formed non-profit organization, is now 
leasing portions of the site to 
demonstrate modern farming practices. 

Deer Creek Park 
& Ripps Bayou  
Tallmadge and  
Polkton Townships  

Size:  172 acres 
 

River frontage:  7550 feet  
      (1.43 miles) 
 

Acquired:  1999-2009 
 

Funding:  $759,110 from parks 
millage. Deer Creek boat launch 
assistance from MDNR Waterways. 
 

Description:  High-quality natural 
land with extensive floodplain    
forest encompassing the mile long 
Ripps Bayou, a popular fishing  
destination.  A property trade has 
been completed with a neighboring 
landowner that now links Deer 
Creek Park and Ripps Bayou. The 
trade expanded Ripps Bayou to 172 
acres and increased the waterfront 
to 1.43 miles. 



Eastmanville 
Bayou 
Allendale Township 

Size:  157 acres  
 
River frontage:  9364 feet  
   (1.77 miles) 
 
Acquired:  1997-2008 
 
Funding:  Total estimated value of 
$1,231,000 with $70,000 land donation 
(46 acres) by Jean Laug Carroll, 
$187,500 FEMA grant and $973,000 
from parks millage. 
 
Description:  This property includes 
extensive riverfront with floodplain 
forest and wetlands that is open to  
archery deer hunting. Abundant 
Virginia Bluebells are beautiful in the 
spring. Public access improvements 
including parking, a small boat launch 
on the bayou, and a kayak/canoe 
launching dock on the river were 
completed during the summer of 2011 
at a cost of $230,000.  Work on hiking 
trails and signage is in progress. 

Grand River 
Open Space 
Tallmadge Township 

Size:  111 acres 
 

River frontage:  6456 feet  
      (1.22 miles) 
 

Acquired:  2010  
 

Funding:  $59,300 from parks millage. 
In addition, the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) paid the previous 
landowner $406,000 for a conservation 
easement to protect floodplain values of 
the property.   
 

Description:  This linear property     
encompasses wooded wetlands, marshes 
and floodplain forest. As a requirement of 
the conservation easement, ownership 
came with the responsibility to carry out       
restoration on two former farm fields total-
ing 26.5 acres.  The fields, located along 
the river, were prone to frequent flooding, 
and restoring native vegetation in the fields 
will reduce soil erosion and sedimentation 
and expand wildlife habitat. 
 

The USDA, through the local Natural   
Resources Conservation Service office in 
Grand Haven, developed a conservation 
plan detailing the restoration requirements 
and provided $32,600 to assist with the 
planting project. 15,000 tree and shrub 
seedlings native to the floodplain environ-
ment were planted  with species including 
swamp white oak, black walnut, hackberry, 
red bud, black cherry, witch-hazel, vibur-
num, dogwood, and  elderberry.  The Otta-
wa Conservation District assisted Ottawa 
County Parks in securing the large order of 
plant material. 
 

The property is now open for  public use as 
an open space property.  Trails, a small 
parking area, and an information kiosk will 
be provided in the future.  An option has 
also been secured for an additional 125 
acres to expand the property to the south-
east.   



Grand River 
Park 
Georgetown Township 

Size:  162 acres 
 

River frontage:  2500 feet  
      (0.47 miles) 
 

Acquired:  Ottawa County accept-
ed ownership of Grand River Park 
from Georgetown Township for 
$1.00 in 1998 because the large nat-
ural resource-based park was a bet-
ter fit within the county park sys-
tem.  
 

Funding:  Georgetown Township 
originally purchased the 162-acre 
site in 1984 for $175,000 with as-
sistance from a $140,000 Michigan 
Natural Resources Trust Fund 
grant. 
 

Description:  This large park has 
extremely diverse natural features 
including woods, ravines, native 
grasslands, wetlands and a small 
lake.  The park offers hiking, biking 
trails, and cross-country ski trails.  
Fishing opportunities are available 
as well as a boat launch and picnic 
areas.  

 

 

Grand River 
Ravines 
Allendale and Georgetown 
Townships 

Size:  168 acres 
 

River frontage:  1,100  feet 
      (0.21 miles) 
 

Acquired:  1999 and 2011 
 

Funding:  $1,750,000 from parks   
millage with an additional $600,000 
from the Michigan Natural  
Resources Trust Fund. 
 
Description:  The extensive ravine 
system located on Grand Valley 
State University property represents 
one of the more interesting geologic 
features along the Grand River.  
The dramatic ravines formed in 
clay soils and reach depths of over 
120 feet.  The 1988 Natural Fea-
tures Inventory of Ottawa County 
identified the      ravines at GVSU 
and those located to the south and 
east as among the county’s highest 
quality natural sites, with old 
growth woods (Mesic Southern 
Forest) and a diversity of wildflow-
ers and special plants. 
 

Ottawa County Parks acquired 68 
acres in 1999 (Grand River Ravines 
South - formerly Fillmore at the 
Bend Open Space) in anticipation 
of linking this site to the Grand 
River through future acquisitions. A 
100-acre addition including a house 
located on a bluff overlooking the 
river was purchased in early 2011 



Jubb Bayou 
Open Space 
Crockery Township 

Size:  97 acres 
 

River frontage:  4608 feet  
      (0.9 miles) 
 

Acquired:  2005  
 

Funding:  $515,140 from parks 
millage. 
 

Description:  The Jubb Bayou 
Open Space preserves nearly a mile 
of natural shoreline and a blend of 
uplands and floodplain property 
with extensive wetlands.  Within 
the floodplain lies Jubb Bayou, a 
long narrow bayou with nearly one-
half mile in county parks owner-
ship.  The property is open for hik-
ing and exploring.  It is also open to 
archery deer hunting in the fall, and 
the bayou is a popular ice fishing 
destination.  A house located on the 
property at the time of acquisition 
was removed but the barn is still 
present, with its future undeter-
mined. 

 
 

Kuits Bayou 
Allendale Township 

Size:  80 acres 
 
River frontage:  6191 feet  
      (1.17 miles) 
 
Acquired:  2009  
 
Funding:  $341,720 from parks 
millage. 
 
Description:  This high-quality nat-
ural riverfront land was acquired 
both to preserve natural land within 
the greenway corridor and as a   
location for a future greenway trail.  
The 80-acre property includes 
2,650 feet on Kuits Bayou, a long, 
narrow bayou which is popular for 
fishing.  Current public access to 
the property is limited to access 
from the Grand River. 

LAMONT 



Riverside Park 
Robinson Township 

Size:  95 acres 
 

River frontage:  3948 feet  
      (0.75 miles) 
 

Acquired:  59 acres were part of 
the original park system.  Five acres 
were added in 1993. 31 acres are 
currently leased from the MDNR.  
 

Funding:  The 5-acre waterfront 
addition was acquired for $152,000 
with $107,944 from the Michigan 
Natural Resources Trust Fund. 
 

Description:  Riverside Park is a 
popular boaters’ park, with its high 
use boat launch funded with assis-
tance from a DNR Waterways grant 
in 1992.   Improvements were com-
pleted in 2008 that expand and en-
hance picnic areas and provide a 
riverfront trail and trail head in the 
eastern portion of the park. A recent 
agreement with the State of Michi-
gan allowed the park trail system to 
be extended into the 31-acre penin-
sula to the southeast (part of Bass 
River Recreation Area). 




