
4. Communications (4) received offering perspective on the Community Master Plan
update.



From: Lee  
Sent: Monday, November 18, 2024 12:06 PM
To: City Clerk <cityclerk@grand-rapids.mi.us>
Cc: Bliss, Rosalynn <rbliss@grand-rapids.mi.us>; Ysasi, Milinda <mysasi@grand-rapids.mi.us>
Subject: GR Master Plan Input - Concerns Regarding Tree Protections and other items

[Stop. Think. Read. This is an external email. Please use caution when clicking on the 
links and opening attachments in unsolicited email.]

Mayor and Commissioner,

I am writing to offer a perspective on the Bridge to Our Future community master plan update.

I first want to applaud the efforts to explore additional density and options to improve housing 
affordability in our community. I think the drafters of this plan seriously listened at community 
sessions and offered a number of tools that will be productive going forward. I could certainly 
nitpick at details, but that's beside the point. What matters is that, on the whole, our approach to 
building our community includes increased density, more options for housing, and relaxing 
some restrictions to allow for new housing models. 

That said, I did want to write about some of my concerns in relation to sustainability, trees, and 
ultimately Green Grand Rapids. Unfortunately, it appears that Green Grand Rapids is missing 
and/or wasn't included as part of the review process. What little is included in this plan tied to 
sustainability and environmental initiatives is weakly worded and lacking in imagination. 
Considering all of our City's sustainability initiatives, urban forestry, parks and recreation, 
transportation issues, etc. I'm dismayed that findings in Green Grand Rapids were not more fully 
incorporated into this plan. 

Indeed, Green Grand Rapids wasn't even reviewed during the plan scoping process - despite 
being an amendment to the City's 2002 master plan... and it shows. I think this plan takes it for 
granted that a number of sustainability and environmental initiatives are inherent to City 
programs. Yet, this is the master plan and it needs to set some better guidance and/or more 
directly incorporate findings and objectives from other plans (green grand rapids, 
parks master plan, etc.).

This is a fairly nuanced view, built on my experience in this issue. However, one prescient 
example of this issue is recent legal challenges to tree protections in Michigan. 

Over the last several years, there have been successful challenges in State and Federal court 
to tree ordinances in Canton Township, Michigan. These court cases made fourth amendment 
claims against Canton Township's tree protection ordinance, both as written and as applied. 
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Ultimately, Canton Township failed to demonstrate that their approach was reasonable. From 
this, a number of lessons have been learned about the application and defense of tree 
protection ordinances. 

Why is this important? Grand Rapids adopted a tree protection ordinance based on goals and 
objectives outlined in Green Grand Rapids. This ordinance was co-developed by 
the Planning Commission and the Urban Forestry Committee. One of the key recommendations 
coming out of Canton's experience, is that such ordinances need to be housed within the 
local planning framework in order to improve their defensibility. As written, the Bridge to our 
Future is vague on the topic of tree protection requirements/ordinances (Green Grand Rapids 
was specific). This may weaken Grand Rapids' position in regards to its tree 
protection/preservation requirements in the zoning ordinance, should it be challenged. 

I'm linking a recent (published yesterday) paper on this 
topic: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2024.2404970

--
All the best,
Lee

he/him

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2024.2404970






From: Jim VanderMolen 

Sent: Monday, November 18, 2024 12:45 PM
To: Steve Fridsma 
Cc: Zeller, Elizabeth <ezeller@grand-rapids.mi.us>; Ysasi, Milinda <mysasi@grand-
rapids.mi.us>; Turkelson, Kristin <kturkelson@grand-rapids.mi.us>; Knight, Lisa 
<lknight@grand-rapids.mi.us>
Subject: Re: Community Master Plan - designation of Nature Preserves

As Steve Fridsma's neighbor, I'd like to second the issues raised in his letter and encourage 
increased protection in the Master Plan and Zoning Ordinance of nature preserves and adjacent 
properties from insensitive, out-of-scale and out-of-character development. While we both 
strongly support efforts to improve access to housing in our city, we do not believe that goal 
should be met at the expense of rare community assets like Huff Park. Yes, as direct neighbors 
of Huff Park and a potential large-scale development site along Knapp Street NE adjacent to 
Huff Park, we have a personal and financial stake in preserving our relationship to the park and 
the neighborhood, but that does not minimize or negate the soundness of our cause. This is not 
merely a case of NIMBYism (despite being literally in our backyards), but a valid concern shared 
by thousands of our neighbors who have supported our preservation efforts. 

Thank you for your consideration.

James E. VanderMolen 
2026 Joan Ave NE 
Grand Rapids, MI 49505
w: 616-648-5266
james.vandermoilen@gmail.com
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Michael Hilden
239 Dale St NE
Grand Rapids, MI 49505
mphilden@gmail.com

November 18th, 2024

To the Grand Rapids City Commission:

I am tired. I am tired of wanting better for a place that seemingly does not want to better 
itself. Grand Rapids is the urban center of a million-person metropolitan region, but it does not 
act like one. What should be thriving, walkable, diverse neighborhoods in the urban core are 
held back time and time again by ancient zoning practices, onerous regulations and reviews, 
and overly-involved citizens and commuters who want to freeze things as they are without 
regard for anyone else. In this new Master Plan I see some great things: calls for more inclusive 
street design, varied housing types, and a city shining with vibrancy. I also see, however, a city 
that will largely look the same in 20 years as it does today. The plan caters to too many and 
thus largely lacks the vision that the city needs to grow in a robust and sustainable way. 

For example, there is no call to eliminate parking minimums citywide. Instead, parking 
minimums are recommended to be “reduced,” which I read as catering to those who drive. 
There are many in the city who cannot or do not want to drive, and as an urban center these are 
the people we should be prioritizing. I ask you: for whom are we building the city? The people 
that live here or those who drive into or through it? So long as Grand Rapids lacks the courage 
to create an environment that puts driving (whose users command the highest public subsidy 
and take up the most space) as the lowest transportation priority the city will continue to struggle 
with income inequality and traffic violence. You are on the verge of adopting this new plan full of 
shiny ideals, and yet you have approved a $30 million dollar parking garage. I ask again: for 
whom are we building this city?

 The plan also fails to adequately envision the amount and types of housing that are 
already needed to address the shortage-turned-crisis. The map of future land use shows a 
dense City Center, Monroe North, and near West Side, but how will this tiny area be enough to 
meet the demand? “Neighborhood Centers” will not be enough to fill in the gaps. Neighborhoods 
across the city must confront the uncomfortable process of change and densify. By-right 
development for denser housing should be greatly expanded, even (especially) in the wide 
swaths of single family homes that make up most of the city. Cities are not static. They grow 
and change. The Grand Rapids area has seen a great deal of growth in the last 15 years and 
there are no signs that it will stop. Our diverse economy presents a multitude of job 
opportunities, and the City government needs to step up to meet the demand for housing that 
economic opportunity creates. Without substantial change the city will become exponentially 
more unequal, and gentrification will push out all but the most financially-secure residents. While 
this will be incredible for property values it will not work toward the egalitarian ideal that the plan 
strives for and the city deserves.
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Despite these critiques I think that the plan gives us a framework for a better city. I urge 
you in your future decisions about the city to not consider the plan as a strict standard but as 
guidelines. Yes, we should pay heed to Great Neighborhoods, Vital Business Districts, A Strong 
Economy, Balanced Mobility, and Desirable Development Character. Yes, we need to do even 
more.

The best time to act was ten years ago, and the next best time is now. I am asking you 
to do the hard work of standing up for what will create a great city. Do not cave to those who 
whine about traffic, parking, noise, and crime. Know better and do better. Adopt these 
guidelines understanding that $30 million dollar parking garages and the occasional approval of 
a mixed use building aren’t enough to make Grand Rapids a great place. I choose to live, work, 
and invest in Grand Rapids not just because it offers some amenities now, but because I see 
the potential for what it can become. That potential will be squandered if we put neighborhoods 
under glass and lack the courage to do better by ourselves and future generations.

Thank you,

Michael Hilden
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