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INTRODUCTION
Among the major challenges facing Ottawa County, one of the fastest growing Counties in
Michigan, is protecting those features which have made the area such a desirable place for so
many people to live and visit. The natural assets which make Ottawa County unique -- water,
sand dunes, hills and ravines, bayous, and others -- are sensitive to use and abuse, but can be
enjoyed if done so in a manner that recognizes their fragile nature.
The potential loss or degradation of the County's significant natural features is a major planning
issue. This Study focuses on one particular resource, the Grand River corridor. At present, the
river corridor offers a wealth of opportunities for recreation, wildlife, aesthetics, and more.
Fortunately, as desirable as it is, the corridor has not yet been spoiled by over development or
misuse. The pressures are evident, however. And the potential exists that over time, this valuable
resource will be lost or severely compromised as a consequence of the County's explosive growth.

It is this concern that has led the Ottawa County Parks & Recreation Commission to initiate a
proactive investigation of the Grand River corridor. The purpose of this Study is to evaluate the
feasibility of establishing a "Greenway" along the Grand River from the east County line near
Grand Rapids through the County to Lake Michigan on the west. It is not an exhaustive Study to
establish precise locations for access points or identify properties to be acquired. That must come
later if it is decided that establishing such a corridor is possible and desirable.
The concept of connecting the Grand Rapids metropolitan area, also one of the fastest growing
parts of the State, with Lake Michigan via a natural water corridor has intrigued the Parks &
Recreation Commission for several years . Such an accomplishment would create a wealth of
opportunities -- protection of significant natural environments, unique recreation possibilities,
public access, aesthetic enhancement, and more.
The "greenway" concept is new to West Michigan, although such open space corridors have
been created elsewhere throughout the United States. The term greenway became popular in
1987 when the "President's Commission on the Out-of-Doors", in a major study on parks and
recreation, called for the establishment of a network of greenways throughout the United States.
One estimate is that there are over 500 greenway projects currently underway in the United
States. Many of these focus on river corridors. The word "greenway" comes from combining
greenbelt and parkway. It can be defined as:
A linear open space established along either a natural corridor, such as a riverfront, stream
valley or ridgeline, or overland along a railroad right-of-way converted to recreational use, a
canal, a scenic road or other route.
An open space connector linking parks, nature preserves, cultural features or historic sites
with each other and with populated areas.
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While there is some concern that the name suggests extreme environmental protectionism to the
exclusion of all other potential uses, for purposes of this Study it is a convenient term meant to
imply open space preservation along a linear corridor which would be used for a variety of
public and private purposes.
It should be noted, however, that while the concept is not meant to imply environmental
exclusivity, neither is it envisioned to promote unrestricted public access. Maintenance of access
to the corridor is important, along with the protection of private property rights. A delicate
balance must be maintained to accommodate a variety of related interests.
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EXISTING CONDITIONS
The Grand River meanders across Ottawa County for a distance of about 28 miles from the center
of the County line on the east border up to the northwest corner of the County on the west
border. Much of the river corridor is relatively natural and undeveloped. This is due to the
presence of a fairly expansive floodplain along much of its length and many areas which appear to
be wetlands or marshes. Those areas that are not low and flat tend to be steep slopes. Because
of these features, and the overall rural nature of Ottawa County, development along the river
bank is not extensive in most areas.

Land Use
Despite the presence of many natural constraints to development, some man-made activities are
evident. Most of the development that has occurred tends to be individual single family homes
scattered along the river's edge. Some of these homes are concentrated within small lot
subdivisions, while others are situated on larger homesites. The natural lure of water makes
property within the corridor highly prized for residential use where the natural constraints can be
overcome.
Other prevalent land uses include a number of commercial marinas, some industry, and
sand/gravel mining operations. T hese tend to be found in scattered locations along the length of
the corridor rather than being concentrated in a particular location. Forests and agricultural lands
comprise the balance of uses abutting the river.
The most intensive land uses are found on the extreme ends of the corridor. Urban development
in Grand Haven/Spring Lake borders the river in several locations. Georgetown Township in the
east end of the County also contains some urban land uses along the river, mainly small industry
and a variety of residential uses. These tend to be less intensive than the developed areas in the
west end of the County and do not encroach as close to the river's edge.

Ownership
Most of the Grand River frontage is in private ownership. With the exception of some scattered
residential subdivisions, these private lands tend to be in relatively large parcels ranging in size
from about 10 acres to several hundred acres. Therefore, frontage is controlled by relatively few
land owners along most segments of the corridor.
Public lands are found across the length of the corridor (see map pages 6 and 7). These holdings
tend to be in large blocks of land each with literally thousands of feet of river frontage. Many of
these areas are already committed to purposes compatible with the "Greenways" concept, i.e.,
parks and game areas. Others, such as the Grand Valley State University and Ottawa County
Community Haven offer the advantage of public control over river frontage, if not a guarantee of
public access to that frontage.
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For the most part, the publicly owned river frontage is found on the "south" side of the river. The
three significant exceptions are public lands in Grand Haven near the mouth of the river, the
County farm in Polkton Township and a portion of the Grand Haven State Game Area that
straddles Crockery and Grand Haven Townships, north and south of the river.

Access
There are two matters related to access. One is direct access to the water such as provided by
parks, marinas, and boat launches. The other relates to access across the river from one side to
another.
A number of marinas are located along the river in the western one-third of the County, between
Lake Michigan and the Bass River. Boat launches are available in several locations along the
entire length of the river, although there are long stretches where little access currently exists.
Getting across the river is only possible at three locations in Ottawa County. Beginning on the
east end of the County, the first opportunity is found about five miles west of the County line
where M-45 crosses the river. This crossing is adjacent to Grand Valley State University. Four
miles further west, 68th Street crosses the river, providing access from the southern part of the
County to Coopersville in the north. From that point there is no access until one reaches the
Spring Lake/Grand Haven area on the west end of the County.

Natural Features
The river's edge on both sides is virtually lined with significant natural features. Many areas
appear to exhibit wetland characteristics. Woodlands are also found extensively along the length
of the river. Areas that are not in the low lying flood plain, which stretches across much of the
corridor throughout Ottawa County, tend to contain significant topographic relief
This natural character and the plant and animal life that thrives within the area are the principal
reasons for the interest in creating a Greenway. Much of the river corridor remains relatively
natural and unspoiled, presenting unique open space opportunities in the midst of one of the most
rapidly urbanizing counties in the State of Michigan.
Maps on pages 6 and 7 illustrate the diverse natural character found throughout the area. It
should be noted that the information on which these maps is based is general in nature. While
several sources were used in the compilation of the inventory, more detailed study remains to be
done. Confirmation of the boundaries of many of these features will be necessary. And, indeed,
determinations should be made relative to areas believed to be wetlands. This is especially
important prior to taking any action toward acquiring lands.
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OPPORTUNITIES
At first glance, the concept of creating a Greenway along the entire length of the Grand River
might seem to many to be a lofty vision that will forever elude those who attempt to achieve it.
However, upon closer scrutiny it is apparent that many pieces of the Greenway are already in
place. In fact, though obstacles do exist ( as discussed in the next section of this report), there are
sufficient opportunities along the corridor to give cause for optimism regarding the feasibility of
achieving the Greenway vision.

Public Lands
State, county, city, and township governments all own land along the Grand River. Sizes and
uses vary, ranging from small municipal boat launches to extensive state parks and game areas.
The two largest publicly held recreational areas are the Grand Haven State Game Area, which
occupies about 4,500 acres, and the newly acquired Bass River Recreation Area of about 1,100
acres.
Not all the public land is devoted to recreation or conservation. Grand Valley State University,
for example, along with its associated facilities occupies a tract of more than 900 acres. The river
frontage owned by the U niversity is an undisturbed area of wooded ravines that presents an
outstanding opportunity for preservation of unique natural features in the river corridor.
It is estimated that approximately 12 miles of the river's edge is in public ownership. This would
account for about 20 percent of the total frontage along both sides of the Grand River. Having
one-fifth of the frontage under public ownership and control represents a significant opportunity
for implementing the Greenway. Also important is the fact that this public land is distributed
throughout the corridor, rather than being concentrated in a limited area. Such distribution is an
advantage in that it creates individual "nodes" along the river which can eventually be connected
or expanded to create a true Greenways corridor.
In addition to public lands, there are limited privately owned lands committeed to conservation
purposes on a long-term basis. Preserves established on islands owned by the Audubon Society
near the mouth of the river are a good example.

Environmentally Sensitive Areas
The sensitivity of the many natural features along the Grand River is, to a large extent, an
opportunity for preservation of the corridor. Limitations imposed by the presence of these
features will inhibit development of the river's edge in many areas.
An expansive flood plain, for example, severely inhibits future development due to federal
regulations and the high cost of filling, compensating, and flood-proofing. Wetlands are another
example of a widely prevalent feature that will limit development because of state regulatory
controls and the associated mitigation costs.
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A comparison of the existing land use maps with the natural features maps (pages 10 and 11)
shows that the developed areas (residential, commercial, and industrial) tend to be found in
locations where significant natural features are absent.
Other natural features such as woodlands, steep slopes, and ravines are significant from an
aesthetic and environmental perspective, but may tend to actually invite development rather than
inhibit it. A wooded hillside overlooking the river, for example, may be considered a prime
development site. Such areas, therefore, may be considered both an opportunity and a limitation
for implementing the Greenway. Because such areas do not enjoy the same regulatory protection
afforded wetlands and floodplains, their protection may be a more immediate priority.

Significant Wildlife and Vegetative Habitats
Several locations are noteworthy as habitats for wildlife and plants. These have been identified by
the Michigan Department of Natural Resources and are scattered throughout the corridor. The
specific species found in these locations are not disclosed by the MDNR to better safeguard them
from public curiosity. However, their presence within the corridor is obviously an asset worthy of
some measure of protection through the Greenway effort. In general, these habitats are
associated with other environmentally sensitive areas like wetlands and woodlands.

Large Tracts in Private Ownership
Even lands in private ownership may present opportunities for Greenway protection. Not all such
lands are slated for development. Some may be used for water-related activities such as marinas.
Others may be associated with natural features, for example, sand and gravel extraction
operations, sports clubs, or conservation areas owned by such groups as the Audubon Society.
Lands which have generally served their purpose for the owner (gravel pits and landfills) may
become opportunities for the public as part of the Greenway.
Even large tracts that may contain some development allow more potential for a measure of
Greenway protection than those that are split into small, subdivision-sized lots with many
different owners controlling a segment of the corridor. It may be more productive working with
one or two large land owners on land protection measures than dozens of individuals owning
small lots.

Water-Related Uses
There are many existing uses along the river that could benefit from the creation of a Greenway.
Commercial uses such as marinas, restaurants, and similar establishments may well enjoy
increased opportunities by being located along the Greenway system. In such cases, even though
the property remains in private ownership and is used for commercial purposes, the owners may
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see great advantage to being a cooperative participant in the creation of such a unique feature
which could potentially draw significant customers to their location. Obviously, such promise
must be tempered with a measure of caution to avoid overuse and degradation of sensitive areas
of the corridor.
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LIMITATIONS
There are some impediments to the creation of the Grand River Greenway. These are not
insurmountable obstacles, but limitations which may influence the ultimate configuration of the
Greenway. While 20 percent of the river corridor is in public ownership, 80 percent remains in
private hands, either corporate or individual. Even such private ownership, per se, may not be a
severe limitation, as discussed in the previous section.
The two areas where limits are most likely to be encountered are the following:
Existing Development
Development occurs in relatively isolated pockets along the length of the corridor, primarily in
those areas not inhibited by natural constraints such as wetlands or floodplains. Most of that
development tends to be residential, but there are a few spots of non-residential activities
scattered in various locations. These range from mineral extraction sites to a small private airport
to a landfill, as well as small marinas and restaurants.
While such development does not necessarily constitute a barrier to the Greenway, each use
should be evaluated to determine if it can be integrated into the Greenway corridor or if it will, in
fact, obstruct its path.
Small Lots/Parcels
Perhaps the greatest limitation is found in the small, privately held lots that dot portions of the
river's edge. These lots, generally located within residential subdivisions, contain homes sited
relatively close to one another.
Fortunately, the number of such locations is fairly limited. The heaviest concentrations of such
development are found in the western half of the corridor. Even these areas, however, are
somewhat scattered and do not form a continuous band of development on the river bank.
Both the north and south sides of the river contain these residential clusters. Therefore, it will be
equally difficult to work around or bypass them on either side.
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DEFINING THE GREENWAY POTENTIAL
Recreation vs. Conservation
Although not necessarily mutually exclusive purposes, recreation and conservation may be seen as
being on opposite ends of the Greenways continuum. Care must be exercised in trying to
accomplish too much within the Greenway. Both purposes may be accommodated, but not
necessarily within the same area.

It may not be possible to protect a significant wildlife habitat or plant community with hundreds
or even thousands of weekly visitors marching through the area. Boardwalks and signs, alone,
will not prevent overuse of such areas. Therefore, public access points and pathways would be
better moved to less sensitive areas.
Likewise, every location with trees and water should not be viewed as a nature preserve. Public
use of the Greenway is an important purpose. Carefully, planned and executed trails, viewing
points, and recreation areas can be harmonious assets compatible with environmental protection.
It is likely that the character of the Greenway will differ from one area to the next. In view of the
extensive development and tourism/recreation orientation of the communities on the west end of
the County, for example, the Greenway may take on a more active recreation quality. In lesser
developed and more environmentally sensitive areas, the Greenway may be more of a nature
preserve with fewer opportunities for recreation or even public contact with the area.

Public Access
Allowing the public to have physical or visual access to the river and its abutting lands is a
necessary element of the Greenway. This does not have to mean unrestricted access. Limited
access via defined routes and specific recreational nodes can satisfy the need while protecting the
natural environment and the private land owners.
Access to the river can be provided in a variety of ways. Boat launches and marinas can afford
direct access to the water. Pedestrians, bicyclists, and others may enjoy access via dedicated trails
across public lands, through easements, or, where not feasible due to private ownership, along
roadways and other established public routes.
The location of the public access points and means of access must be defined as a subsequent step
in the Greenway planning process. Many issues will enter into the access decisions including
availability of access corridors, location of activity nodes, river crossing points, size of parcel
frontage, and presence of sensitive environmental features.
Fortunately, a fairly extensive system of bike paths is in place in the western end of the corridor,
both north and south of the river. These paths will provide essential links with the Greenway and
become critical components of an eventual pathway running the length of the corridor.
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Segments
While the ultimate vision may be to establish a Greenway along the entire length of the Grand
River, achieving this vision will most likely occur a step at a time. By dividing the corridor into
manageable segments, the County can establish priorities and set forth a specific action plan for
accomplishing what would otherwise be a very formidable task.
The existing opportunities, in particular the public lands, within the corridor provide a basis for
identifying workable segments. By designating public lands as "nodes", the implementation of the
Greenway concept becomes a process of connecting those nodes with one another. The means of
accomplishing them, and even the purpose of such connections, will likely vary from one segment
to another.
In segments where distances between extstmg public lands seem excessive, acquisition
opportunities can be sought to reduce the distance.
Width
There can be no uniform dimensions of the corridor. Its size will vary with the natural character
of each specific location, as well as with the County's ability to acquire land or easements within
that area. It is conceivable that some areas may be thousands of feet in width from the river's
edge, whereas others may be a narrow strip along the river bank.
Width will vary from one side of the river to the other, as well. Full implementation of the
Greenway could require that it be established on both sides of the river. But, again, the
dimensions will not be consistent. Further study is needed to identify a specific greenway corridor
- will depend on project goals in terms of conservation, recreation, etc.
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GOALS
The ultimate success of the Greenway program will depend on a clear definition of the goals to be
accomplished. Broad consensus regarding these goals will be necessary to bring a concerted
effort to bear on accomplishing the task. Based on the diverse character of the corridor and the
variety of interests (recreational, environmental, and economic) represented along its length, the
following goals are suggested to provide some direction to the program.

•

TO PROTECT THE SENSITIVE ENVIRONMENTAL FEATURES
FOUND ALONG THE GRAND RIVER CORRIDOR, INCLUDING
WETLANDS, FLOODPLAINS, WILDLIFE AND PLANT HABITATS,
AND STEEP SLOPES.
The value of the Grand River corridor lies in the many opportunities made possible by
the natural attributes that abound along its banks. The protection and preservation of
these sensitive features should be the highest overall priority of the Greenway. From
their protection will come the many other benefits of establishing the Grand River
Greenway.

•

TO PROVIDE INCREASED OPPORTUNITIES FOR PUBLIC
ACCESS TO THE GRAND RIVER AND THE AESTHETIC,
NATURAL, AND RECREATIONAL EXPERIENCES IT OFFERS.
The creation of a trail system which generally follows the Grand River and periodically
provides access to it would complement the Greenway concept. Such a system could be
the connecting link between recreational nodes. In addition to the leisure time
enjoyment offered by such a system, it could also accommodate alternative modes of
transportation through the County.
Access for boating, fishing, and water-related
activities would also benefit from achieving this goal.

•

TO IMPROVE AND MAINTAIN THE WATER QUALITY OF THE
GRAND RIVER.
Improved water quality is a necessity if the Grand River's recreational potential is to be
realized. This goal will be achieved, in part, as a result of the development controls and
environmental preservation techniques that are applied to the corridor.
But a
cooperative effort will be needed that extends well beyond the boundaries of Ottawa
County.
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•

TO PROVIDE EXPANDED RECREATION OPPORTUNITIES
ALONG THE GRAND RIVER.
While not the sole reason for undertaking the Greenway effort, broadened recreation
possibilities are certainly an important reason. Preservation of the river corridor should
result in greater use potential for a wider segment of the population. This goal, of
course, must be carefully balanced with the need to protect the sensitive environment
from degradation and protect the rights of private property owners. Overuse or
unrestricted use of the resources in the name of public recreation could ultimately lead to
the loss of those resources.

•

TO ENSURE THE COMPATIBILITY OF DEVELOPMENT
ALONG THE RIVER'S EDGE WITH THE PUBLIC PURPOSE
OF MAINTAIN/NG A GREENWAY.
Some development has already occurred in the corridor. Other development is likely to
come over time. The impact of such development upon the river and the establishment
of a Greenway should be minimized to the extent possible.

•

TO ENSURE THE COMPATABILITY OF THE RIGHTS OF
PRIVATE PROPERTY OWNERS WITHIN THE GREENWAY
CORRIDOR WITH THE PUBLIC PURPOSE OF
ESTABLISHING A GREENWAY.
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GETTING IT DONE
Leadership
Even in its embryonic stage, the concept of the Grand River Greenway has been enthusiastically
received by corridor communities, environmental groups, other government agencies, and a few
property owners. This seems to be an idea which will be supported by a broad cross-section of
interests.
Bringing the idea into the implementation stage, however, will require more than interest and
enthusiasm. A determined and committed leader must take charge and direct the efforts of the
many interests toward a common goal of making the Greenway a reality. While there will
apparently be no shortage of interests to participate in the effort, not all such interests are suited
to directing this enormous task.
Leadership from a single entity is essential to the success of the Greenway effort. There must be
a single source of responsibility for carrying out the program. This source should have statutory
authority to implement such a program, should have the ability to raise funds; and should have the
needed stature and respect to give others the confidence to follow.
The Ottawa County Parks & Recreation Commission is the most logical entity to coordinate this
project. Already recognized for its innovative efforts in providing County-wide recreation and
conserving unique open space resources, the OCPRC is well qualified to guide the Greenway
effort to fruition .
This is not to suggest that the County, through its Parks & Recreation Commission, should
single-handedly undertake this project. No one entity could or should be responsible for such an
ambitious undertaking. Many agencies, groups, and individuals will have significant roles to play.
But it should be the OCPRC's role to orchestrate the many activities, keep everyone moving
toward the same goal; and maintain a high level of interest and enthusiasm for the duration of the
project.

Public/Private Partnership

It should also be emphasized that this should not be solely a government sponsored initiative.
The active participation of the private sector will be an important ingredient in the success
formula. Such involvement should take place on a number of different levels.
Owners of property along the river corridor must be actively involved in the planning efforts.
Their input should be sought and welcomed . These individuals are the most likely to perceive the
Greenway as an intrusion and, therefore, will hold the key to the ultimate success or failure of the
project.
Corporate property owners, such as the gravel companies, marina owners, and others with
commercial interests also need to be involved. They may be receptive to some aspects of the
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Greenway concept, provided they do not perceive it as potentially limiting their business interests.
Large land owners, like the gravel mining companies, may even see the Greenway as a means of
ultimately disposing of surplus land .
Finally, it is highly advisable to invite participation from the major corporations from throughout
Ottawa, and even Kent, County. These entities have a vested interest in maintaining a high
quality of life in the area for the benefit of their current and prospective work force. Attracting
and retaining skilled workers is becoming a significant concern among the large, rapidly growing
companies throughout West Michigan . A unique asset, such as the Greenway, could be a highly
prized feature that makes this area stand out competitively with others.
Interest among these corporations could result in financial support for the implementation.
Contributions from corporations, foundations, and key executives could be a significant source of
funding for the Grand River Greenway.

Timing
Complete realization of the Greenway vision is likely to be many years away. This will not be an
overnight success story. However, there are many opportunities along the corridor that may
allow for relatively immediate results.
It is important that whatever structure is put in place to move the project forward be established
for the duration. There are many steps to be followed and much work to be done. A long-term
commitment will be required of the County and those other interests who participate in the effort.

Implementation Techniques
There will be many different ways to make the Greenway a reality. The variety of methods
employed is limited only by creativity and the ability to negotiate. A long menu of methods can
be used to accomplish the purposes of the Greenway. Not every technique will be suitable in
every instance. Each has its appropriate applications and its limitations. The following pages
describe several important techniques available to aid in implementing the Grand River Greenway.

•

Ownership: Purchase of all the land within the defined corridor would be one way
of implementing the Greenway, but that is not practical, nor desirable. Outright ownership
of the land offers the greatest degree of control over its future use. Putting all land under
public ownership, however, would be costly, both in terms of the acquisition and permanent
loss of tax revenues.
There are likely to be some cases in which public ownership may be the only appropriate
technique to ensure complete control over the property. Those parcels which are
considered to be essential nodes for recreation or conservation purposes should be targeted
for outright acquisition.
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Property ownership can be achieved through a variety of means. Obviously, the County
could simply purchase lands. There are, however, less costly methods of acquiring rights to
the lands.

•

Donation: Property owners may choose, for example, to donate their property. This may
be motivated by the tax benefits they may receive. Or they may wish to have the property
preserved from development when they are gone and view public ownership as the best way
of ensuring this.

•

Easements: Short of providing complete control over a piece of property,
easements convey some of the owner's property rights to another party. For example, an
easement usually prohibits development on that portion of the land subject to the easement.
It may permit access across a parcel. Or it may protect the natural features (trees, wetlands,
wildlife habitats) found on the property.
Easements are normally granted in exchange for compensation and, like a lease, are often
given for a specified period of time. The advantage of using easements is that they permit
the property to remain in private ownership, allowing the owner some continued use of the
land, while protecting the public's interest in the land, as well.
Much can be accomplished within the Greenway through the use of easements. Considering
one of the primary goals of the program relates to protecting the sensitive natural features
along the river, easements would be well suited to controlling development near the banks
of the river and maintaining the natural character. Easements along the water's edge could
also preserve the aesthetic character of the river.

•

Leases: Temporary use ofland may be conveyed through a lease arrangement.
Terms of the lease may vary from one property to another. In the case of the Greenway, the
idea of "temporary" may extend to 99 years or some similar time frame which virtually
guarantees the perpetual use of the property for a public purpose.
Like easements, leases may afford the property owner continued, but restricted, use of the
land provided it does not conflict with the public purpose to be advanced by the granting
of the lease. Land may continue to be farmed , for example.
Leasing the property is often an appropriate means of obtaining public access rights. This
technique may allow for trails, fishing, boat launches, or even full-fledged park sites without
the significant public expenditure that fee-simple acquisition would entail.

•

Tax Incentives: Property owners may resist attempts to limit the use of their land,
even if they agree with the purpose of the effort. This is because they have been taxed at a
certain level based on the perceived development potential or value of property. Having
invested in the value of their land and without some assurance of relief from continued
taxation, they may be reluctant to give up the rights for which they have paid.
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Some measure of property tax relief based on the resticted use of the private property may
be sufficient incentive to encourage the land owner to cooperate with the Greenway efforts.
Some authority exists now to grant such relief One method is through the Farmland and
Open Space Preservation Act (P.A. 116 of 1974). This state program provides some tax
benefits to private property owners in exchange for agreeing to preserve property as
agricultural land or as open space for an extended period of time. This law has not been
widely used to protect open space for a variety of reasons. However, it does provide a
framework and may be suitable in some cases.
With the cooperation of local communities, it may be possible to adjust property
assessments to reflect a parcel's limited value for development if the owner attaches
conservation easements to the land. This could be difficult, however, because of state laws
and the impact such property tax reductions may have on other jurisdictions like school
districts.
As part of the overall implementation strategy, it may be appropriate for the County,
through its state legislators, to initiate new tax legislation which would make it possible to
grant relief to property owners for a public purpose such as the Greenway. Amendments to
P.A. 116 may be another avenue to explore.

•

Development Rights: Along the same lines as leases, easements, and tax incentives,
this approach is more permanent. Through the purchase or transfer of development rights, a
governmental body can limit the use of private property but provide the owner with
sufficient compensation for relinquishing those property rights. Therefore, while some
degree of acquisition is involved, the cost is much less than the cost of the property itself
Only the development rights are purchased or transferred and the owner retains title to the
land.
This approach could be useful in protecting sensitive areas of the corridor, maintaining the
aesthetics of the river's edge, and encouraging continued agricultural use of property.
There is only one example of this type of program in Michigan. Recently, voters in Grand
Traverse County approved a bond issue to provide funds for the acquisition of development
rights in the Old Mission area of the County. Noted for its orchards and rural charm, this
area has been subjected to increased development pressures. The purchase of development
rights was considered to be the best long-term solution to preserve the unique agricultural
lands and the aesthetic character of the peninsula.

•

Zoning: Regulatory control is another approach that has some application for
implementing the Greenway. There are limitations, however, in terms of the ability to
restrict the use of private property. Zoning can be used to protect the general health, safety,
and welfare; but it must also permit reasonable use of private property, as well .
For example, a parcel could not be zoned as park land unless the owner was compensated
for the loss of his right to use the property. However, zoning could be used to limit the
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intensity of use within a defined area such as a river corridor zone. It could also be used to
minimize disturbances to the natural features on the site, such as large stands of trees, steep
slopes, wetlands, etc.
Zoning has been used throughout the State along a number of designated Natural Rivers.
These rivers have been granted a degree of protection by State law and their banks, for a
distance of about 300 ft. on each side, are regulated. The zoning regulations limit the type
of development that is permitted, require substantial setbacks from the river's edge, and
prohibit the cutting of trees over a certain diameter. The Natural Rivers zoning program
would be very applicable to the Grand River Greenway.
Use of zoning in this case would depend upon the full cooperation of the local units of
government to implement and enforce the restrictions. Ottawa County does not have
zoning authority. The County could serve as the catalyst by preparing a sample ordinance
and working with the corridor communities to adopt it as part of their individual zoning
ordinances.
Several zoning techniques could be applicable for the Greenways program. A separate
zoning district could be applied to the river's edge, along with requirements for site plan
approval, and limits on the uses permitted within the area.

•

Existing Public Rights-of-Way: The dimensions of the corridor will vary from area
to area. Access to every segment may not be possible, but links with the various recreation
nodes can probably be accommodated via existing roadways where riverside pathways are
not feasible.
Making use of the public rights-of-way, primarily along the county roads that parallel the
Grand River, will provide ready access to the corridor at a moderate cost. Land acquisition
and access easements will not be required for the entire length of the river, though it would
be desirable to provide some pathways immediately abutting the river's edge.
Use of the existing rights-of-way will create a meandering pathway, generally following the
river from one end of the County to the other. It will also facilitate the creation of a
network of such pathways branching out into other parts of the County.

•

Public Support: One means of implementation not to be underestimated is public
support. The lengthy time frame required for the full realization of the Greenway vision will
necessitate strong and enduring support from the general public.
This support can help achieve the Greenway goals in a variety of ways including widening
the base of participation in the on-going planning and implementation activities,
encouraging individuals to donate land or grant easements, and generating support for
potential funding mechanisms such as a special millage program.
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As stated previously, this project must be more than a public-sector effort. It must rely on
the widespread participation of all effected interests -- private property owners,
environmental groups, major corporations, recreation enthusiasts, and the citizens-at-large.
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THE NEXT STEP
In the overall context of the task to be accomplished, this report is only a timid first step. Much
work must be undertaken before the Grand River Greenway is celebrated as a reality. An
organization must be put in place to initiate the work effort and monitor the progress. More
study will be needed to precisely define the Greenway and establish priorities for action. Specific
actions must then be programmed to accomplish the goals of the project.
While this program will not be navigating through entirely uncharted waters, the experience of
others is not that extensive as to provide a clear course of action. Years from now, others may be
learning from the efforts of Ottawa County and its Grand River Greenway program. For now the
project must move forward a step at a time learning and teaching as it goes.
Some suggestions that may be helpful are provided on the following pages.

•

Organization: The need for defined leadership has already been discussed. Ottawa
County, through its Parks and Recreation Commission, is the most logical entity to take on
this project and guide it to completion. This is not meant to suggest that the County must
undertake this enormous task alone. While the County should be the catalyst, there must be
a network of interests and resources involved.
The full complexity of the Greenway cannot be appreciated until the effort begins in earnest.
However, even at this stage it is evident that the task is complicated. It strives to achieve a
variety of purposes, some potentially conflicting with one another, and it impacts many
different interests.

An organizational framework should be established as a forum for resolving potential
conflicts and achieving consensus among the various interests. Such a framework must also
build a foundation of support for the concept of the Grand River Greenway.
There are many ways to structure this organization. The suggested structure illustrated on
the following page attempts to establish a broad base of involvement under the policy
guidance of the Ottawa County Parks & Recreation Commission. This organizational
framework envisions an Action Committee as the spearhead for the effort. The role of the
committee would be to recommend specific policies and actions to the Parks & Recreation
Commission. It would receive its guidance from several task forces, each of which
focusing on a specific aspect of the Greenway, such as land use, environment, recreation,
and implementation.
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Membership would be as widespread as possible with more task forces added, if needed, to
offer greater opportunity for participation. The Action Committee should be representative
of critical interests, though care must be taken not to tip the delicate balance of
representation in any one direction. Suggested participants include:

•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•
•

Riverfront Property Owners and Residents
County Parks and Recreation Commission
County Board of Commissioners
County Planning Commission
State Legislator
Grand Valley Water Resources Institute
Local Government
Major Employers Within the County
Major Business Interests Along the Grand River
sand mining
mannas
residential developers
Environmental Organizations
School District

The number of members serving on the Action Committee should be enough to provide
representation of the above interests but not so large as to be unwieldy. Twenty to
twenty-five members is probably a workable size group . Continuity and long-term
commitment would be especially important to the success of this Committee.
Membership in the Task Forces may be targeted to individuals and groups with expertise
and/or interest in a particular subject area. Each of the Task Forces should be relatively
small, 10-12 members, with a specifically assigned responsibility. Not all Task Forces
would operate concurrently and their duration would vary, depending on the assignment.
All of the Task Forces, however, should have a narrowly defined scope and should be
expected to complete their tasks within a relatively short period of time.
Another of the key participants envisioned in the implementation organization would be the
County Planning Commission. This group could play a significant role relative to its legal
responsibilities as a coordinating body for the physical development of the County. The
Planning Commission's established relationship with the various communities along the
corridor, its understanding of the zoning process, and its staff resources would all benefit
the Greenways effort. Specific tasks (such as formulating sample corridor zoning
regulations) could be assigned to this group. They should also be represented on the Action
Committee and/or the relevant Task Forces.
Wider public participation can and should occur throughout the duration of the effort .
Public forums, community workshops, and similar types of single purpose meetings should
be conducted to widen the circle of involvement. Such activities would also have the added
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benefit of maintaining the project's visibility and sustaining the momentum toward
implementation.

•

Detailed Evaluation: While this report suggests there is reason to believe the
creation of a Grand River Greenway is feasible, more study is needed to make it happen.
The information and data provided herein must be confirmed and refined.
The mapping provided in this report suggests opportunities and limitations. Now those
areas of the corridor that seem to show some promise and those that appear to be less
suitable for the Greenway must be more carefully examined. This will be a process of
confirming the information already available and delineating boundaries of natural features
to more accurately reflect existing conditions. Much of this work can be completed using
recent aerial photography, such as is available from the U.S . Department of Agriculture,
Soil Conservation Service.
Once the more detailed mapping is completed, the County will be in a position to begin
delineating boundaries for the Greenway. Such boundaries should incorporate existing and
anticipated recreational nodes and respect the sensitive environmental areas, as well as the
existing developed areas.

•

Priorities: One of the principal tasks for the Action Committee and the Parks and
Recreation Commission will be to determine priorities for implementation. Each individual
segment of the corridor should be ranked. Possible criteria for setting priorities could
include:
•

•

•
•

environmental or recreational significance
overall importance relative to the Greenway goals
degree of ease or difficulty in protecting the segment
extent to which property owners and other affected parties may be amenable to
participating in the program

These priorities will be especially useful in determining where properties should be acquired
or alternate financial incentives should be proposed. Other actions such as obtaining
easements, drafting zoning regulations, and exploring the feasibility of new incentives have
widespread application throughout the corridor and could be examined simultaneously with
higher priority acquisition efforts.

•

Enabling Actions: Ottawa County and the communities that encompass the Grand
River corridor generally have the statutory authority to carry out the activities described in
this report. Cooperation will be needed to make it all work, but the goals are achievable. It
would be advisable, however, to explore the legal limits of governmental authority with
respect to such actions as granting tax incentives and acquiring or transferring development
rights.
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These are two areas in which some creativity may need to be applied in the absence of
specific enabling legislation to permit such actions. They are also areas in which Ottawa
County could demonstrate innovative leadership that would have widespread application
across Michigan and even the United States.
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SUMMARY
Ottawa County is faced with a tremendous opportunity to create a conservation and recreation
that will profoundly impact the quality of living for many future generations. The time has come
to act on that opportunity while it is still available. As each year passes, the development
pressures increase and the threats to the survival of the Grand River corridor become more real.
Gradually, the legacy that might be left is being lost.
The County's explosive growth creates a sense of urgency about doing something now while there
is still time to be proactive. Like so many local governents have discovered, it is not possible to
stop rapid growth once it begins. All too often this lesson is learned much too late to make a
difference. The public sector is continually reacting to the problems created by development and
the demands of new residents.
Within the Grand River corridor, there exists many wonderful assets
-- environmental,
recreational, and economic -- that can benefit the residents, employers, and visitors in Ottawa
County. The Greenways project can make a significant difference in the future development
patterns and quality of life throughout the County. Protecting the Grand River as a resource that
benefits many different interests is a worthwhile purpose.
However, the challenge that faces the County in moving forward with the Greenways project will
only become more difficult as time goes on. Eventually, the opportunity will be lost, altogether.
There is a need now to be proactive to preserve these valuable open spaces ..
The visionary efforts of the Ottawa County Parks & Recreation Commission should be supported.
The challenge that faces the County in transforming the vision into reality can be met with the
commitment and assistance of the many interests who share a concern for the Grand River
corridor. This will be an ambitious undertaking, but the long-term rewards for its implementation
will be great.
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