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This plan was originally prepared by the Land Information Access Association (LIAA) as part of the Resilient Grand 
Haven project. Support for the project came from the Michigan Municipal League (MML), Michigan Association of 
Planning (MAP), and the University of Michigan’s Taubman College of Architecture and Urban Planning. A special 
thank you is owed to the many organizations and individuals that contributed to the planning process.

The plan update in 2016 was funded in part by the City of Grand Haven, Grand Haven Charter Township, the 
Michigan Coastal Zone Management Program, the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and 
Energy, and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, U.S. Department of Commerce. 

The City of Grand Haven sought to update the original plan in 2021, working with Ottawa County and Progressive 
AE to update demographic information, provide policy recommendations, update goals & objectives, and simplify 
sections that have been achieved over the previous few years. The goal of this update is to provide a more 
current, condensed document that is more easily accessible to residents and others invested in the long-term well-
being of the Grand Haven community.
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The City of Grand Haven Master Plan serves as the official policy guide for Grand Haven’s future 
development and growth, including the management of its assets and resources. Organized through a 
series of relevant topics, goals, and objectives, the Master Plan provides the framework and basis for 
sound community development and land use decision making. The City of Grand Haven Master Plan also 
establishes clear direction and expectations for the City.

P u r p o s e s  a n d  U s e s  f o r  t h e  M a s t e r  P l a n

•	Solidifies the vision for the City.
•	Identifies and evaluates existing conditions and characteristics, community values, trends, issues, 
and opportunities.

•	Gives guidance to property owners, developers, neighboring jurisdictions, and county and state 
entities about expectations and standards for public investment and future development.

•	Provides support for the allocation and spending of funds.
•	Establishes the basis for the zoning ordinance, capital improvements, land use policies, and other 
implementation tools and programs.

•	Provides the framework for staff’s day-to-day planning decisions and the Planning Commission’s 
and City Council’s land use policy decisions.

•	Provides the framework and foundation for creative problem solving and adapting to change that 
foster a resilient community.

•	Builds partnerships between informed citizens, community stakeholder groups, non-profit 
organizations and county and regional entities that help support and participate in plan 
implementation.

The Master Plan is intended to take a long-range view of the City, guiding growth and development for 
the next twenty years and beyond, while also providing flexibility to respond to changing conditions, 
innovations, new concepts, and available resources. 

The Master Plan identifies and discusses important community trends like climate change, which 
is redefining Grand Haven’s natural environment. The Master Plan also highlights resources that 
help increase sense of place, by designing projects with placemaking strategies in mind. The Master 
Plan pinpoints where new development should be directed and identifies the design standards for 
new homes and buildings. In addition, the Master Plan identifies the preferred characteristics of 
neighborhoods, and lays a groundwork for healthier lifestyles through neighborhood design and 
improvements to the transportation system. Lastly, The Master Plan also identifies how the City can 
increase resiliency and better respond to unanticipated events and adverse situations. 

The Master Plan is a guide for growth 
and development within the City. Local 
officials and planning staff need to adapt to 
changing conditions with new, innovative 
concepts and land use policies.

chapter 1. Introduction
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O u t r e a c h  a n d  C i v i c  E n g a g e m e n t  A c t i v i t i e s 

Because the Master Plan should reflect the values and vision of the community, engaging the public was 
a critical component of the community-wide plan update process. Outreach and engagement activities 
for the Master Plan were designed to:

•	Build awareness and promote the community-wide planning process.
•	Encourage City and Township residents to talk about issues of mutual concern and interest. 
•	Engage citizens and community stakeholders about the future of the community. 
•	Make connections and build partnerships between community stakeholders, non-profits and civic 
organizations.

•	Build awareness about local, state, regional and national issues that impact the community.
•	Determine if more detailed information about coastline processes influence coastal land use policy. 

The following civic engagement activities were conducted during the community-wide planning effort:

M a s t e r  p l a n  u p d a t e  s u r v e y

Through the Master Plan Update process, an online survey was distributed to the community to gather 
their vision for Grand Haven’s future. In total, the survey received 578 respondents which provided 
context and information that helped shape this document.  

P u b l i c  m e e t i n g s

On May 24, 2022, the planning team hosted a community open house event at the Grand Haven 
Community Center. 25 residents attended the meeting and provided their thoughts on the previous 
plan’s goals & objectives as well as identified areas of the City that present specific land use challenges 
and opportunities.  

S t e e r i n g  c o m m i t t e e  m e e t i n g s

The planning team worked closely with a Master Plan Steering Committee that was composed of 
planning commissioners, neighborhood residents, and others who represented businesses and other 
entities within the community. These meetings offered the group an in-depth opportunity to weigh in 
on what they liked in the previous Master Plan and potential opportunities for the community’s future. 

 

Above: Images of public engagement work sessions. 
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M a s t e r  P l a n  F r a m e w o r k :  G u i d i n g  P r i n c i p l e s  o f  t h e  M a s t e r  P l a n

The plan update process fostered many ideas and conversations about the past, present, and future of 
Grand Haven. During this process, these ideas coalesced into Nine Guiding Principles for the creation of 
the plan and the direction of Grand Haven going forward. 

The Nine Guiding Principles came from the 2016 update derived an iterative planning process that 
involved Grand Haven City and Township staff members, the Joint Planning Committee, the consultant 
team, and the public. The following nine guiding principles are organized by past, present, and future.

B u i l d  O n  O u r  P a s t

1 )  I m p r o v e  u p o n  W h a t ’ s  W o r k i n g
Grand Haven’s last master plan was developed and adopted in 2010. The Master Plan was a thorough 
and well-written document, describing the current conditions of the community and identifying key 
community goals and objectives. In the five years since the plan was adopted, several of these goals and 
actions have been realized. At the same time, Grand Haven continues to address many new challenges. 

While the conditions and challenges of the City have changed, many of the overarching goals and 
policies discussed in the 2010 Master Plan remain applicable. 

2 )  p r o t e c t  G r a n d  H a v e n ’ s  u n i q u e  c o a s t a l  a n d  n a t u r a l  r e s o u r c e s
Michigan’s beautiful coastline is more than an easy way to find Michigan on a map of the United States. 
The waters of the state provide an abundance of resources and impact coastal communities in unique 
ways. Across the state, many efforts are underway to better understand our Great Lakes. 

Grand Haven has over two miles of Great Lakes shoreline and is framed by the Grand River. Many 
residents live along water’s edges, enjoying scenic views and recreational opportunities. 

For the 2016 planning process, a specialized team of researchers from the University of Michigan’s 
Taubman College of Architecture and Urban Planning worked to determine the physical and fiscal 
impacts of possible climate scenarios throughout the City, including the coastal areas. Their research 
and recommendations influenced the planning process in a number of ways. 

3 )  S u p p o r t  S m a r t  G r o w t h 
Smart Growth is a national movement with a strong presence in Michigan. According to the Smart 
Growth Network, growing is smart when it creates great communities with more choices, greater 
return on public investment, a thriving natural environment, and a legacy for future generations.1 
There are 10 key tenets of smart growth worth noting, as each of these are addressed to some degree in 
planning efforts across the state and in this Master Plan.

1	 The Smart Growth Network, 2014. This is Smart Growth. http://www2.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-04/documents/this-is-smart-
growth.pdf
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T e n  T e n e t s  o f  S m a r t  G r o w t h

	 1. Mix land uses

	 2. Take advantage of compact building design

	 3. Create a range of housing opportunities and choices

	 4. Create walkable neighborhoods

	 5. Foster distinctive, attractive communities with a strong sense of place

	 6. Preserve open space, farmland and critical environmental areas

	 7. Strengthen and direct development toward existing communities 

	 8. Provide a variety of transportation choices

	 9. Make development decisions predictable, fair and cost-effective

	 10. Encourage community and stakeholder collaboration 

For Grand Haven, smart growth is a key tool in shaping the current condition of the City’s land use, 
housing, and transportation. As a result, Smart Growth principles are incorporated throughout each 
section of this Master Plan.

4 )  P r o v i d e  a  r a n g e  o f  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  m o d e s
A city is walkable when its transportation infrastructure provides multiple ways for people to 
travel to a variety of locations. Connected sidewalks, bike lanes, and public transit all serve to make 
a community healthier and more accessible for all incomes and ages.2 There are currently many 
initiatives across the state to increase awareness about walkability in all types of communities.

In Grand Haven, residents already have a number of transportation choices. Downtown and many of its 
neighborhoods are highly accessible and walkable, but the City can protect and increase its walkability. 

5 )  C o l l a b o r a t e  R e g i o n a l ly
Many elements of a community- from economic health to air and water quality- are not defined by a 
municipal boundary. City decisions have an impact on surrounding jurisdictions and vice-versa. 

The Grand Haven community has recognized that ongoing collaboration is essential. Much of this 
Master Plan comes from a joint collaboration between Grand Haven Charter Township and the City of 
Grand Haven. There are also many tie-ins to regional efforts throughout the plan.

2	  McCann, Barbara & Rynne, Suzanne. Complete Streets: Best Policy and Implementation Policies American Planning Association (2010)

Public Realm
The public realm is the everyday spaces 
(farmers markets, waterfronts, streets, 
parks, neighborhoods and downtowns) 
people move through and linger within. 

Walkability
The City should consider pedestrian access 
and connectivity in all future community 
development and land use decisions. 
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6 )  B u i l d  C o m m u n i t y  R e s i l i e n c e
By their very nature, communities are continually complex and 
dynamic. People move and populations shift, industries go out of 
business and new industries emerge, natural areas are converted to 
neighborhoods, housing values fluctuate, and shorelines shift and 
change. Sometimes these changes emerge over a long period of time. 
Other changes can be quite sudden. Community resilience, then, is 
a measure of the sustained ability of a community to use available 
resources to withstand and recover from adverse situations.3

Many strategies can be adopted to increase Grand Haven’s ability to 
learn from adversity, creatively solve problems, and adapt to change. 
Many qualities of a resilient community, listed on the next page, will be 
used throughout the plan.4 

3 Rand Corporation, 2015. Community Resiliency Featured. http://www.rand.org/topics/community-resilience.html
4 Rockefeller Foundation, 2014. Resilience Framework. https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/our-work/topics/resilience/

History of Grand Haven City 
The City of Grand Haven originally formed around 
the industrial trade routes of fur traders. Grand 
Haven’s strategic location at the opening of the 
Grand River served as an ideal entryway into the 
Lower Peninsula. 
In 1834, a minister named William Montague Ferry 
became the first permanent European settler in 
the City. By 1835, the name Grand Haven was used 
to identify the village, and in 1839, Grand Haven’s 
first lighthouses were built to signal traders into 
the Grand River. A church, a tannery, a bank, and a 
school were operational by 1851. By the mid-1800s, 
the railroad was bringing industry and vacationers 
to enjoy the City’s prime position and shoreline. In 
1867, Grand Haven was incorporated.
By the 1890s, the lumber industry had dwindled, 
but shipping and shipbuilding became the crux 
of the growing economy. In the first half of the 
twentieth century, Grand Haven produced furniture, 
pianos, and eventually, automobiles. Volunteers 
established the U.S. Life Saving Service along its 
two miles of Lake Michigan shoreline in the early 
1900s, eventually earning the City of Grand Haven 
its official designation as “Coast Guard City U.S.A.”

Coastal processes are influenced by natural systems 
such as wind, waves, lake levels, sediment and 
weather. Understanding coastal processes can 
help jurisdictions plan for naturally-occurring 
changes and activities along the shoreline.
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The City of Grand Haven is blessed to have some of the most diverse and unique natural environments 
in Michigan. The following chapter summarizes the water and land assets of the City. 

G r a n d  H a v e n ’ s  E n v i r o n m e n t a l  A s s e t s

Grand Haven is located along the beautiful shores of Lake Michigan, in the northwestern portion of 
Ottawa County. The City is bounded on the north and east by the Grand River, Spring Lake Township 
and Grand Haven Township, on the south by Grand Haven Charter Township and on the west by Lake 
Michigan. Because of Lake Michigan and the Grand River, Grand Haven is also home to beautiful sand 
dunes, wetlands, native vegetation, and rich soils.

G r a n d  H a v e n ’ s  W a t e r  A s s e t s

L a k e  M i c h i g a n 
Grand Haven’s identity formed largely around Lake Michigan and the Grand River. Water’s presence 
in the City has been central to Grand Haven’s history and its legacy as well. Home to 18 percent of 
the world’s supply of freshwater and 90 percent of the United States’ supply of freshwater,1 the Great 
Lakes are the foundation of Michigan’s DNA and our most defining feature. Native Americans and early 
settlers used the Great Lakes to transfer food and goods to settlements and distant trading posts. In the 
18th and 19th century, the Great Lakes powered the lumber mills that helped build our cities and the 
factories that built the goods that formed the foundation of our economy.2 

Today, the Great Lakes are center stage for the state’s tourism industry and the Pure Michigan 
campaign. In addition, leaders from around the state are working to utilize the Great Lakes to further 
the “Blue Economy” – an economy in which the Great Lakes provide clean energy, promote sustainable 
systems, and create new food and mobility systems. Valuing and appropriately sustaining the 
community’s water resources are especially important because Ottawa County has known challenges 
involving the availability of adequate supplies of drinking water from groundwater resources. 

1	  Great Lakes Environmental Research Laboratory, NOAA. About our Great Lakes www.glerl.noaa.gov/pr/ourlakes/intro.html
2	  Michigan Blue Economy, Making Michigan the World’s Freshwater and Freshwater Innovation Capital. John Austin. Michigan Economic Cen-
ter at Prima Civitas and Alan Steinman, Grand Valley State University Annis Water Resource Institute

The Great Lakes
The Great Lakes are one of the most 
important and prominent features on earth. 

CHAPTER 2. Environmental Conditions

FIGURE 
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According to a report from the Michigan Economic Center and the Grand Valley State University Annis 
Water Resource Institute,3

“Michigan can be that unrivaled playground if the water is clean and our communities reconnect to 
it. It’s our ‘blue’ alongside our ‘green’ And innovation in water makes Michigan the world center of 
education, research, invention and new “smart water” technologies and business development, the 
World’s Freshwater and Freshwater Innovation Capital. It can propel a new era of economic growth 
and job creation.”

T h e  G r a n d  R i v e r
The Grand River is Michigan’s longest river winding 256 miles from Jackson to Grand Haven, spanning 
19 counties with 12 major tributaries. The river forms part of the eastern and northern borders of the 
City, emptying into Lake Michigan in the northwestern portion of the City. The river is a navigable 
stream, although early rapids and upstream dams have limited the development of riverboat 
commerce. 

Much of the Grand River near Grand Haven is bordered by large wetlands. These wetlands and the 
broad floodplain areas have helped to limit intense development in close proximity to much of the 
riverbank within parts of the City.

The Grand River supported the development of the region by providing a means of conveying logs 
to sawmills located on the banks of the Grand River. Steamboats ferried finished products between 
Grand Rapids and Grand Haven. In addition, gypsum, limestone, sand, and gravel were mined from the 
banks of the Grand River, and clams were harvested for commercial button production. After large-
scale logging ceased in the 1890s, the City of Grand Rapids became a significant manufacturing center, 
discharging industrial and municipal wastes into the Grand River. Environmental legislation, initiated 
in the late 1960s, provided the impetus for cleanup of the Grand River and its tributaries.4 

Today, the Grand River still serves Great Lakes shipping, providing coal and shipping sand and 
aggregate from local businesses to markets elsewhere. This economic use of the river requires 
continued maintenance and, at times, dredging to keep shipping channels open.

T h e  G r a n d  R i v e r  W a t e r s h e d
The Grand River watershed covers 5,660 square miles and drains portions of Muskegon, Newaygo, 
Mecosta, Montcalm, Gratiot, Ottawa, Kent, Ionia, Clinton, Shiawassee, Barry, Eaton, Ingham, Livingston, 
and Jackson counties. The watershed also includes several major sub-tributaries including the Lower 
and Upper Grand Rivers, Maple River, and Thornapple River. 

3	  Michigan Blue Economy, Making Michigan the World’s Freshwater and Freshwater Innovation Capital. John Austin. Michigan Economic Cen-
ter at Prima Civitas and Alan Steinman, Grand Valley State University Annis Water Resource Institute 
4	  Lower Grand River Watershed Management Plan, September 2004. Prepared for the Grand Valley Metropolitan Council.

The Grand River
The Grand River continues to support 
shipping, providing materials for local businesses. 

What is a Watershed? 

A watershed is a region of land that 

is drained by a particular river or 

river system. Typically these systems 

include many smaller tributaries 

such as creeks and streams that 

feed into a larger river and are 

influenced by the land’s elevation. 
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Water quality within The Grand River watershed is directly related to land management practices in 
the region. For example, if new development creates a large amount of impervious surface (i.e. asphalt) 
and stormwater is not properly managed on site, flow from the run-off into the creek, stream, or river 
deteriorates water quality and quickens erosion on stream banks.

Approximately 53 percent of the land within the Grand River watershed is agricultural, 27 percent is 
urban, and 20 percent is forested.5 Since Grand Haven lies at the mouth of the Grand River, activities 
that occur upstream have a significant impact on the quality of the river and riparian areas in the City. 
While Grand Haven should continue to work towards improving the water quality of the lower Grand 
River, this task will require cooperation from numerous upstream stakeholders, including agencies and 
governmental units.

S a n d  D u n e s

Michigan’s dunes represent the largest freshwater dune ecosystem in the world.6 The dunes provide 
unique habitats for rare and endangered species and hold enormous environmental and recreational 
value.7 

There are about 250,000 acres of sand dunes in Michigan. Of that, the Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality classifies 70,000 acres of dunes as Critical Dune Areas (CDAs). 8 Development 
on CDAs is regulated by the state, and a property owner must receive a permit for many activities that 
either alter the appearance or contours of a CDA. 

The City of Grand Haven has 600 acres of Critical Dune Areas. They are primarily located east of North 
Shore Drive and north of the Grand River. 

W e t l a n d s

Wetlands play a critical role in regulating the movement of water within watersheds. Wetlands are 
also incredible flood absorbers. The water-holding capacity of a specific wetland varies by the size, 
slope, type of vegetation, location relative to flooding path, and the water levels in the wetland prior 
to flooding.9 Coastal wetlands also control the severity of erosion along a shoreline during a storm.10 
Perhaps more than any other environmental asset, wetlands absorb high energy waves and break the 
flow of currents.11 Michigan has coastal, tree, and shrub wetlands, each covered with water either all or 
part of the year. 12 

5	  Grand River and Nature Discovery Learning Network, 2015. The Grand River Watershed- Michigan. 
6	  Michigan Conservation Districts, 2010. Michigan’s Critical Dunes. http://macd.org/critical-dunes.html
7	  Ibid.
8	  Part 353 of NREPA, PA 451 of 1994
9 Environmental Protection Agency (2001). Functions and Values of Wetlands: Wetland Fact Sheet. Web. Accessed July 2015. 
10 Ardizone, Katherine A. and Mark A. Wyckoff, FAICP. FILLING THE GAPS: Environmental Protection Options for Local Governments, 2nd Ed. 
December 2010.
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.

The City of Grand Haven has 600 

acres of Critical Dune Areas. 

Above: Critical Dune Areas in Grand Haven. 
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This diversity of wetlands was misunderstood as European settlement began, and many wetlands were 
dredged, drained, and converted to serve industry. Today, less than half of the state’s wetlands remain, 
and in a time of changing climate, the need to conserve and restore wetlands is paramount.13

In Michigan, development in some wetlands is regulated through a permitting process. Generally, a 
wetland is regulated if it is connected to or within 1,000 feet of a Great Lake shoreline, is connected to 
or within 500 feet of an inland lake, pond, or river, or is at least 5 acres in size.

In Grand Haven, wetlands constitute about 20% of the natural features identified by the City, or about 
270 acres. Wetlands are generally found in the northern portion of the City (north of Madison), and 
sporadically in the southern and eastern portions of the City near the Grand River. It is important to 
note that available data on existing wetlands is collected at a large-scale and may not be accurate. 
The exact location of any wetland should be determined through a field site inspection by a qualified 
scientist. 

S I G N I F I C A N T  V E G E T A T I O N

Natural vegetation, along with other natural features, contributes to the high quality of life and beauty 
of Grand Haven. The areas containing significant vegetation in Grand Haven include: Critical Dune 
Areas, Harbor Island, Mulligan’s Hollow, Duncan’s Woods, Lake Forest Cemetery, private preserves, the 
southeastern bayous and much of the domesticated tree canopy over the City, planted through the 
City’s successful tree planting and replacement program. 

In 2010, at the request of City Council, the City of Grand Haven set a goal to plant 1,000 trees before 
2015. This goal was achieved in the fall of 2015 by planting trees in the rights-of-way on City streets and 
at the request of residents. The trees have diversified the existing tree canopy. 

Whenever possible, existing mature vegetation should be preserved as development occurs, and 
additional plantings shall be or strongly recommended to be added in selected areas where aesthetics 
do not meet the standards established elsewhere in the community. 

S o i l  T y p e s

Grand Haven contains several different classifications of soils and varying slopes. The majority of the 
soils with steep slopes are found generally in the western portion of the City where the sand dunes 
are located. Overall, the City contains soils in eight different classifications, which are described below 
according to the Soil Survey of Ottawa County.

	•The Adrian-Houghton classification consists of very poorly drained soils that occur together as 
a complex. Available water capacity for both soils is very high and the surface runoff on both soils 
is very slow or ponded. These soils have a seasonal high water table at or near the surface from 
November to May.

13 Ibid.

Above: Existing and Potential 
Wetlands in Grand Haven.
Below: Soil Classification Types in 
Grand Haven.  
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	•The AuGres-Saugatuck classification are somewhat poorly drained soils that occur together as a 
complex. The available water capacity is low and the surface runoff is slow. These soils have a sea-
sonal high water table from .5 to 1.5 feet below the surface from December to June.

	•Blown-out land consists of sandy soils that were cleared of their original forest cover and left 
exposed to the erosive action of water and wind. Some areas have been stabilized, while others are 
actively eroding.

	•The Chelsea classification is a somewhat excessively drained soil. Permeability is very rapid. 
Available water capacity is low. Runoff is slow to medium depending on slope.

	•The Croswell and AuGres classification are sandy soils that occur together as a complex. Croswell 
soils are moderately well drained and AuGres soils are somewhat poorly drained. Permeability is 
rapid, surface runoff is slow and available water capacity is low. These soils have an apparent sea-
sonal high water table between .5 and 5.0 feet from November to May.

	•The Deer Park classification is described as an excessively drained sandy soil. Permeability is 
rapid and the available water capacity is low. Surface runoff is slow to rapid, depending upon slope, 
and the natural fertility is very low.

	•The Granby classification is described as a poorly drained sandy soil. Permeability is rapid and the 
available water capacity is low. Surface runoff is very slow or ponded. The seasonal high water table 
is near or above the surface from late fall to early spring.

	•The Rubicon classification is described as an excessively drained sandy soil. Permeability is rapid 
and the available water capacity is very low. Surface runoff is slow and the natural fertility is low.

M A N A G E M E N T  E F F O R T S

After summarizing the environmental assets in the City of Grand Haven, this chapter will now outline 
some of the management efforts in place to protect and safeguard these resources. The following is not 
an exhaustive list of environmental management strategies in place. Above: FEMA Flood Zones in Grand Haven.
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F L O O D P L A I N  M A N A G E M E N T

A river, stream, lake, or drain may occasionally overflow its bank and inundate adjacent lands, and 
the land that is inundated by water is defined as a floodplain. Floodplains also serve as water recharge 
areas and natural water retention basins during periods of heavy precipitation or spring snow thaws. 
Development within the 100-year floodplain requires an exhaustive permit process.

The National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) is an optional program managed by the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency where communities can receive flood insurance for disaster relief 
by agreeing to regulate floodplain development. Most coastal communities participate in the NFIP, 
including the City of Grand Haven.

Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) are created and released by the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA), using event-based modeling and lake level elevations determined by a single storm 
event, for various return periods.14 It is important to note that individual property owners can petition 
to change the flood zone designation for their property, so FIRMs may not be fully scientifically 
derived. 

The FIRMs for Ottawa County, were adopted in 2011 by the City of Grand Haven. Since 2015 most of 
the floodplain changes appear to have occurred in the northern part of the City, north of Jackson. 
In addition, flood zones appear to have been added along Lake Michigan, west of Harbor. There also 
appears to be an expansion around Woodlawn and Marion Streets east of Beechtree, with the flood 
zones in this area encompassing more area to the west than in 2015.

G r e a t  L a k e s  C o a s t a l  F l o o d  S t u d y

In 2010, FEMA and the United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) began the Great Lakes Coastal 
Flood Study. The project seeks to update existing FIRMs to account for revised lake levels, wave setup, 
and wave energy. The process to create the drafted maps differs significantly from the process to create 
existing FIRMs. The existing FIRMs are based on event-based modeling, where the projected flooding 
impacts are based on the influences of a selected historical storm.15 The updated approach is statistical-
based, where the influences of wave energy and wave setup are modeled using refined 100-year lake 
level elevations provided by the USACE.16 

T H E  L O W E R  G R A N D  R I V E R  W A T E R S H E D  M A N A G E M E N T  P L A N

In 2011, the 2004 Grand River Watershed Management Plan was updated for the Grand Valley 
Metropolitan Council. The Plan is a broad document that builds upon and elevates existing water 
quality improvement efforts in the watershed. The members of the Grand River Forum, held in support 
of the plan, recognized it should take a holistic, ecosystem approach, and provide a vision and broad 
strategic plan for the entire Watershed under which to operate.

14 The Great Lakes Coastal Flood Study Website, 2015. http://www.greatlakescoast.org
15 Ibid.
16 FEMA Flood Insurance Rate Maps. Accessed in 2015 from FEMA.Gov
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The plan developed goals for the watershed that are based on improving or restoring the designated 
uses of the Watershed and attaining compliance with established total maximum daily loads. 

The Grand River Watershed Management Plan’s goals are:

Restore and maintain water bodies for…

	•Recreational use

	•Indigenous aquatic life and wildlife use

	•Cold water and warm water fisheries

Protect and preserve water bodies for…

	•Agricultural, navigational, industrial, and public use

	•Conserving existing high quality areas

	•Promote and support desired uses identified during the planning process

	•Educate stakeholders about protection efforts for the Watershed

T H E  C L E A N  W A T E R  L E G A C Y  P L A N

The Clean Water Legacy Plan of the Greater Tri-Cities Area in Northwest Ottawa County is an action 
and education program with emphasis on restoring and preserving the waterways of the Lower Grand 
River Watershed in West Michigan. The plan was developed in 2008 for the City of Grand Haven with 
funding from the Michigan Coastal Management Program and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration. 

The program’s two-pronged approach of restoration and education addresses the existing problems 
by cleaning up pollution, reducing sedimentation, and reestablishing eroded riverbanks, and 
prevents future recurrences with public education, involvement, and directing public policy. This is 
accomplished with a series of individual location specific target actions, where surrounding property 
owners, businesses, and policymaking officials are encouraged to become involved with clean up or 
restoration efforts. Along with correcting physical water quality problems, these groups are educated 
on the impacts of farming, construction, or personal actions on the creek, river, or watershed. 

The program also evaluates the impacts of previous restoration projects, including the separation of 
stormwater and sanitary sewer systems as evidence that public policy can have a significant impact on 
the water quality in the Lower Grand River Watershed. 
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S E N S I T I V E  A R E A S  O V E R L AY  D I S T R I C T  P L A N 

Grand Haven’s natural features add to the character and charm of the City while providing important 
habitat for wildlife, scenic views, and in some instances, recreational opportunities. The City collected 
and mapped an inventory of natural features. The Sensitive Overlay District allows the City to protect 
important natural features through development standards and other controls. 

P L A N N I N G  I M P L I C A T I O N S

In general, planning decisions in the City must always balance the legitimate desire of property 
owners to make economic use of their lands with broader stewardship objectives to protect and 
enhance natural features. Achieving this balance need not stifle development, but it should assure that 
development decisions are made in the context of the long-term viability of key features, even if short-
term economic interests are impacted.

Above: Sensitive Overlay Districts in Grand Haven. 
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The following chapter uses data from various sources to describe Grand Haven’s population. In many 
cases, recent Census data was compared to the Census data from 2010 and 2020 to identify demographic 
trends. Beyond the Census, this analysis also uses other data sources, like population projections from 
the West Michigan Regional Planning Commission.

s u m m a r y  o f  d e m o g r a p h i c  t r e n d s

G r a n d  H a v e n ’ s  P o p u l a t i o n  I s  i n c r e a s i n g .  In 2020, there were 11,011 people living in the City, 
marking a gain in population over the last decade and for the first time since 1990. 
 
G r a n d  h a v e n ’ s  y o u n g  a d u lt  p o p u l a t i o n  c o n t i n u e s  t o  d e c r e a s e .  In 2020, 16% of City residents were 
between 20 and 34 years old, down from 18.3% in 2010. During the same time frame, the percent of City 
residents over 64 grew from 19.1% to 23.5%.  

G r a n d  H a v e n  i s  p r e d o m i n a n t ly  w h i t e ,  b u t  n o n - w h i t e  p o p u l a t i o n s  a r e  i n c r e a s i n g .  Although only 
about 10% of the City’s population was non-white in 2020, this is an increase of 4 percentage points 
from 2010 to 2020. 

H o u s e h o l d  m a k e u p  i n  g r a n d  h a v e n  i s  c h a n g i n g .  From 2010 to 2020, the proportion of married 
couple households with no children as well as people over the age of 64 who live alone increased. 

E d u c a t i o n a l  A t t a i n m e n t  R a t e s  i n  G r a n d  H a v e n  a r e  h i g h .  In 2020, the proportion of residents with a 
Bachelor’s degree or higher was 35.8%, compared to 34.1% for Ottawa County and 29.1% for the State of 
Michigan.

T h e  p o v e r t y  r a t e  i s  i n c r e a s i n g  i n  G r a n d  H a v e n .  The poverty rate for City residents increased 
slightly from 2010 to 2019, with the current rate at 8.2%. 

A  g r e a t e r  n u m b e r  o f  c h i l d r e n  i n  G r a n d  H a v e n  a r e  l i v i n g  i n  p o v e r t y.  The proportion of children 
under 18 living below the poverty level increased from 12% in 2010 to 13.8% in 2020.  

P O P U L A T I O N  C H A N G E

The overall population in Grand Haven in 2020 was 11,011. This is a 5.8% increase in total population 
since 2010. This population growth trend has not been seen in the City since 1990, with population 
steadily declining between 1990 and 2010. Table 3.1 shows that between 2010 and 2020, all of the cities, 
villages, and neighboring townships in the Tri-Cities area gained population. According to Figure 3.1, 
each of the four census tracts in the City gained population between 2010 and 2020. 

chapter 3. demographic conditions
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Grand Haven, like many communities along the Lake Michigan coastline, has a substantial seasonal 
population in addition to the year-round population. This seasonal population is not counted in the 
total population figures. 

P o p u l a t i o n  P r o j e c t i o n s

Although there is no way to predict changes in total population with certainty, projection methods 
(based on recent population trends) can be used to obtain useful estimates. The Ottawa County 
Department of Strategic Impact’s method of projecting population assumes that a city, township, 
or county will continue to grow or decline in population at the same linear rate that it has over the 
last 4 years. This method uses the linear population trend from 2017 through 2020 in order to reflect 
the current economic conditions in the area. Table 3.2 shows that the City could be expected to gain 
about 3.6% population between 2020 and 2030. This projected gain of population could have important 
implications for school funding, neighborhood stability, housing, service delivery and the City’s 
operating budget.

 
 
 

Population Distribution
As highlighted by Figure 3.1, between 2010 
and 2020 the City gained population.

City of Ferrysburg

Figure 3.1
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A g e  P r o f i l e

The age distribution of the City’s population is an important factor in identifying social, economic, and 
public service needs. Eight age ranges, or life stages, are described below. Figure 3.2 summarizes the 
distribution of these stages from 2010 to 2019.

L i f e  S t a g e s  i n  G r a n d  H a v e n
P r e s c h o o l 

This age range includes children under 5 years old. 
E l e m e n t a r y 

This age range includes children from 5 to 14 years old. 
s e c o n d a r y 

This age range includes teenagers from 15 to 19 years old.
c o l l e g e 

This age range includes youth from 20 to 24 years old. It is worth noting that college students 
typically do not change residency to be counted in the U.S. Census. 
Y o u n g  F a m i ly 

This age range includes residents from 25 to 34 years old. 
e s t a b l i s h e d  f a m i ly 

This age range includes residents from 35 to 54 years old. 
m a t u r e  f a m i ly 

This age range includes residents from 55 to 64 years old. 
r e t i r e d 

This age range includes residents over 64 years old. 
 

Table 3.2 Projected Population, 2015-2030
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Overall, the Established Family group is the largest of the City’s population, both in terms of number 
of people (2,892) and share of the total population (26.3%). The Established Family group was also the 
largest group in 2010. Notably, the Retired group grew from 19.1% of the City’s population in 2010 to 
23.5% in 2020. Figure 3.2 suggests that the amount of young or middle-aged families with children (as 
shown in the gray shaded areas of Figure 3.2) has somewhat leveled off or declined whereas the City’s 
older population (as shown in the blue shaded areas of Figure 3.2) has increased. 

R A C E  A N D  E T H N I C I T Y

The population of Grand Haven remains predominately white (89.6%) in 2020. The Hispanic or Latino 
population grew to 3.2% of the population in the 2020 census, while 4.1% identified as Other or More 
than One Race (see Figure 3.3). The City’s non-white population grew by 4 percentage points from 2010 
to 2020, with minorities comprising 10.4% of the City’s total population. Figure 3.4 shows that the City 
of Grand Haven has a significantly lower proportion of non-white residents than Ottawa County and 
Michigan.

H o u s e h o l d  S t r u c t u r e

The number and types of households help characterize the social and economic forces at work in 
the City. Figure 3.5 shows that between 2010 and 2019, the number and proportion of single parent 
households decreased overall. In addition, the number and proportion of people under the age of 65 
living alone decreased. At the same time, the proportion of married couple households with no children 
increased from 27.6% to 35%. In general, the household changes in the City are somewhat consistent 
with reported national increases in non-traditional and single-person households.

Table 3.3 Racial Composition, 2010 to 2020 Figure 3.4 Percent of Non-white Residents, 2000 to 2010

figure 3.2: Life stages, 2010-2019 

Source: 2010 U.S. Decennial Census; 2019 
American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. 
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H O U S E H O L D  I N C O M E

Household income is a key measure of the economic condition of a 
community. Income helps determine how much a household can spend on 
housing, retail, and local investments. These expenditures and investments 
directly and indirectly determine the amount of money available for 
public facilities and services, primarily through property tax revenue 
collected by City agencies. Between 2010 and 2019, the median household 
income in the City of Grand Haven increased 37.5% to $58,307. Based on 
American Community Survey data from the US Census Bureau between 
2010 and 2019 (see Figure 3.6) the percentage of households living on less 
than $25,000 a year has decreased. On the opposite end of the economic 
spectrum, the percentage of households living on more than $75,000 a year 
increased dramatically. Figure 3.6 suggests that the amount of lower income 
households (as shown in the gray shaded areas of Figure 3.6) has somewhat 
leveled off or declined whereas the City’s middle-to-higher income 
households (as shown in the blue shaded areas of Figure 3.6) has increased.

E d u c a t i o n A L  A T T A I N M E N T

Numerous studies have shown that educational attainment is related to an 
individual’s earning capacity. In other words, people with more education tend 
to make higher total incomes over their lifetime. Therefore, a City’s average 
educational achievement can be an indicator of its economic capacity. Figure 
3.7 shows that, in general, over 67% the City’s adult population has at least some 
college education. In fact, a greater percentage of the City’s population has at least 
a Bachelor’s degree (35.8%) than in Ottawa County (34.1%) or the State of Michigan 
(29.1%).

P o v e r t y 

In general, poverty rates in Ottawa County are decreasing. According to American 
Community Survey data from the US Census Bureau between 2010 and 2019, 
poverty rates decreased from 11.9% to 8.3% throughout the county. The City of 
Grand Haven’s poverty rate, while lower than the county’s rate at 8.2% in 2019, 
increased slightly from 2010. 

Table 3.5 Types of Households by % of Total HOUSEHOLDS

Figure 3.6 % of Households by Income, 2000 to 2013
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Poverty rates in the City are growing the fastest among children, with the 2019 rate at 13.8% compared 
to 8% among children for the county. The proportion of children (under the age of 18) living below the 
poverty line grew from 12% in 2010 to approximately 13.8% in 2019, while the county saw a decline 
among this age group during the same time period (see Figure 3.8). According to Figure 3.9, poverty 
rates declined in three of the four census tracts in the city betwen 2010 and 2019. Rates increased 
during this time period in the northeastern part of the city. 

P L A N N I N G  I M P L I C A T I O N S

As surrounding townships continue to experience population growth, demand for expanding City 
services may increase.

A decline in traditional family formations and an aging population means demand for senior housing, 
affordable multi-family dwellings, and social services like transit may increase.

Increased poverty, especially among children, will require greater social services and coordination to 
address.

TABLE 3.7 EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
TABLE 3.8 Percentage of Population in 

Poverty, by Age, 2010 - 2019

Figure 3.9 - Number and percentage 
of families below poverty line, 
2010-2019
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This chapter provides a summary and analysis of the City’s housing characteristics and economic 
conditions. The housing and economic conditions profile also helps to inform and shape land use and 
development decisions. Additionally, these conditions help to inform opportunities for both public and 
private investment. 

E m p l o y m e n t 

The City of Grand Haven is the county seat of Ottawa County and home to the County Courthouse. Part 
of what’s often referred to as the “Grand Rapids Metro Area”, Grand Haven along with the cities of 
Grand Rapids, Holland and Muskegon is the second largest economic engine within Michigan and one 
of the 100 largest metro areas in the United States.1

Efficient transportation connections between Grand Haven, Grand Rapids, Holland and their 
surrounding communities have created a strong economic tie between Ottawa and Kent counties, as 
well as the Muskegon area to the north. 

The diverse economy of Grand Haven has helped it through recessionary periods, while communities 
in other areas have suffered more significant economic downturns. Nevertheless, the layoffs of 
autoworkers in all portions of the state, as well as government policies and the vitality of other western 
Michigan communities continue to affect Grand Haven’s economy.

U n e m p l o y m e n t

Table 4.1 below illustrates the annual unemployment rate in Ottawa County from 2008 to 2014, as 
compared to that of the state for the same period. Data is reported at the county level rather than the 
Metropolitan Statistical Area because Grand Haven was incorporated into the Grand Rapids- Wyoming 
Metropolitan Statistical Area at the start of 2015. The June 2015 unemployment rate was 4.0 percent in 
Ottawa County and 5.8 percent in the state. Generally, the unemployment rate in Ottawa County has 
been consistently lower than the state’s average.

1	  Brookings Institute, Metro Monitor – July 2015 http://www.brookings.edu/research/interactives/metromonitor#/M24340

Chapter 4. Housing and Economic Conditions 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
Ottawa County 6.8 12.5 10.3 8.1 6.7 6.2 4.7

Statewide 8 13.7 12.6 10.4 9.1 8.9 7.3
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

TABLE 4.1 Annual Unemployment Rates, 2008 to 2014

Grand Haven’s downtown is one of the 
region’s most important commercial centers
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T o p  E m p l o y e r s

The diverse employment base of the Grand Haven region is reflected by the list of the largest 
employers. According to the Grand Haven Chamber of Commerce, the largest employers in the Grand 
Haven area in 2022 included manufacturers, retail establishments and a hospital system, and are listed 
in Table 4.2. Employment statistics are based on the number of full time, or full time equivalent jobs.2

H o u s i n g  a n d  N e i g h b o r h o o d s

Most Grand Haven neighborhoods are older, established neighborhoods, and this is supported by 
the fact that more than one third of the City’s housing units (27.7%) were built before 1939. Table 4.3 
illustrates the percentage of housing units built during various time periods in the City of Grand Haven. 
In 2010, there were a total of 5,815 housing units in the City. The majority consisted of single-family 
dwellings, while nearly a third of the City’s housing units are multi-unit buildings (see Table 4.4). 

2	  Grand Haven Chamber of Commerce, 2014. Top Employers Sheet.

Employer Number of Full Time Equivalent Employees
Shape Corporation 1,500

Herman Miller 1,300
Grand Haven Area Public Schools 766

North Ottawa Community Health Systems 478
GHSP 387

Automatic Spring Products 315
Casting Technology Company 270

Meijer 250
West Michigan Molding 250

Engine Power Componenets 188
Brilliance Publishing 153

Source: Grand Haven Chamber of Commerce, 2014

TABLE 4.2 Largest Employers in the City of Grand Haven

Year Built Percent of Total Housing Units
1939 or Earlier 33.5
1940 to 1959 19.3
1960 to 1979 26.5
1980 to 1999 13.6
2000 to 2009 7.1

Source: American Community Survey, 2009 to 2013.

TABLE 4.3 Age of Housing Stock

Housing Type
Percent Change 

2000 to 2010

#
% of total 

housing units
#

% of total 
housing units

1 Unit 3,530 63.5 3,643 64.4 3.2
2 Units 547 9.8 435 7.7 -20.5
3 or More Units 1,088 19.5 1,143 20.1 5.1
Mobile Home 400 7.2 432 7.6 8
Total Housing Units 5,565 100 5,653 100 1.6

Source: US Census Bureau, 2000, 2010.

2000 2010

TABLE 4.4 Housing Types, City of Grand Haven, 2000 to 2010

Shape Corporation 1,394
Grand Haven Area Public Schools 874
North Ottawa Community Health Systems 683
Meijer 442
GHSP 313
Automatic Spring Products 311
Jost 310
West Michigan Molding 182
RA Miller 178
Engine Power Components 148
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Like most of the urban areas throughout Michigan, the median housing value in the City has fluctuated 
greatly over the past five years. In 2000, the median housing value was $113,000. In 2010, Census data 
indicated that the median housing value in the City was $136,400, an increase of about 20% over the ten 
year period. 2013 American Community Survey data, produced by the U.S. Census Bureau, estimates 
the median housing value in the City was $117,700, about a 13% decrease in just three years. 

Table 4.5 demonstrates that the City has a fairly high proportion of rental units. According to the 2010 
U.S. Census, 1,530 of the City’s 4,772 occupied housing units (32%), are renter-occupied. The percentage 
of owner-occupied and renter occupied housing units stayed about the same over this twenty-year 
period. By comparison, in Ottawa County and in Michigan overall, renters comprise 21.8% and 27.9%, 
respectively. 

There is also a limited amount of seasonal housing in the City, which is typical of a lakefront 
community. Seasonal rentals are classified as vacant by the U.S. Census Bureau. In 2010, there were 
approximately 499 seasonal rentals in the City, which was about half of all vacant housing units.3 
According to the County’s Housing Needs assessment, “a high degree of seasonality can be a concern 
for communities.” However, the proportion of seasonal housing units in Grand Haven is similar to the 
rest of Michigan.

3	  Note that currently as of 2022, the City of Grand Haven has a total of 771 registered rental properties accounting for 1,930 total units. Of the 
rental properties, 485 (1,644 total units) are registered as long term. 286 (354 total units) are registered as short term rentals.

#
% of total 
housing 

units
#

% of total 
housing 

units
#

% of total 
housing 

units
Owner Occupied 3,623 68.4 3,366 60.8 3,239 67.9
Renter Occupied 1,509 31.6 1,613 29.2 1,530 32.1
Seasonally Vacant 221 4.2 250 4.5 547 9.4
All Other Vacant 245 4.7 303 5.5 499 8.6
Total Housing Units 5,218 100 5,532 100 5,815 100

Source: US Census Bureau, 1990 to 2010.

1990 2000 2010
TABLE 4.5 Occupancy and Tenure, 1990 to 2010
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E q u a l i z e d  V a l u e  G r o w t h

Property values are a key measure of economic growth and the financial strength of a community. 
Property values reflect both investment in new development and the degree of growth in the value 
of those investments. Annually, the assessors of each jurisdiction report total valuation within their 
respective jurisdictions. These are broken down by property classification and these reports can 
provide an illuminating impression of the character of a community.

Grand Haven’s equalized values are recovering from the housing recession in 2008. From 2009 to 2015, 
equalized value in Grand Haven decreased from nearly $590 million to nearly $564 million. In 2012, 
equalized values reached their lowest point during this time frame, at $502 million. Table 4.6 and 
Figure 4.1 illustrate the growth in real property in Grand Haven and other nearby communities. It does 
not distinguish by real property classification nor does it report on personal property (i.e., furniture, 
fixtures and equipment in commercial or industrial property). Overall, personal property accounts for 
about $978 million in Ottawa County (about 8.2% of total SEV) and about $61.6 million in Grand Haven 
(9.8% of total SEV). 

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Residential 398.2 379.4 535.4 502.4 513.5 533.3 563.9
Industrial 50.2 43.2 181.9 175.5 172.1 181.7 196

Commercial 141 136.4 625.9 589.5 604.9 652.9 700.5
Source: Ottawa County Equalization Reports, 2009-2015

TABLE 4.7 Equalized Value Change by Real Property Categories

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

City of Grand Haven 589.5 559 535.4 502.4 513.5 533.3 563.9
Ferrysburg 206.5 186.7 181.9 175.5 172.1 181.7 196

Holland 760.7 671.3 625.9 589.5 604.9 652.9 700.5
Grand Haven Township 835.1 737.7 725.6 730.9 739.7 768.4 794.8

Spring Lake Township 780 747.2 689.6 693.7 691.9 716.3 762.2
Crockery Township 157.7 153.6 147.5 149.5 152.5 158 163.3

Wright Township 141.5 133 131.3 129.2 129.8 131.6 145.3
Source: Ottawa County Equalization Reports, 2009-2015

TABLE 4.6 Equalized Value Change, 2009 to 2015, In Millions of Dollars

Source: Ottawa County Equalization Reports, 2009-2015
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Table 4.7 shows that residential, industrial, and commercial 
equalized values increased in recent years Overall, Grand 
Haven’s equalized values are recovering similar to the 
surrounding communities in Ottawa County as reflected in 
Figure 4.1. Though equalized value is not at pre-recession 
levels, Grand Haven is recovering as well as nearby 
communities. 

R e g i o n a l  T r e n d s

Commercial development in Grand Haven serves residents, 
visitors, and motorists from the Greater Grand Rapids 
Region. While these groups are somewhat distinct, the 
vitality of the Grand Haven economy is dependent on each.

Since Grand Haven serves as the commercial center for 
much of the rapidly-developing areas surrounding the City, 
commercial development in the City is important and serves 
the residents’ everyday needs for goods and services.

Grand Haven’s accessibility and abundant recreational 
features have also fostered the development of tourism-
related commercial uses. Establishments serve visitors who 
spend a day, or longer, visiting Grand Haven. 

In addition to the commercial needs of residents and visitors, 
there is a third group of consumers who have created a demand 
for commercial uses - motorists traveling through the City. With 
the opening of M-231, there are now four crossings over the Grand 
River in Ottawa County. Increased traffic volumes and increased 
commercial development in Grand Haven Township, as well as the 
general increase in population in the region, has influenced the 
development of a strip of fast food restaurants, gas stations, motels, 
and other highway-related commercial development.
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Figure 4.1 Equalized Value, 2009 to 2015 

Grand Haven’s abundant recreational opportunities 
strengthens the City’s economy



28

C i t y  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  M a s t e r  P l a n

P l a n n i n g  I m p l i c a t i o n s

•	Generally, the jobless rate in the Grand Haven-Holland region has been consistently better than the 
state’s average. 

•	Property values in the City are rebounding from the 2008 recession, suggesting that development 
and investment in the City will increase in the years ahead. 

•	Grand Haven’s natural and recreational amenities create a tourism environment that features high 
seasonal traffic during summer months. 

•	Much of the past investment in the City may be a result of numerous planning efforts that have 
been undertaken by the City, including the Waterfront Strategic Plan, Downtown Blueprints, the 
Downtown Vision Plan, and the Housing Needs Assessment. These efforts have helped to define a 
clear vision for the future of the City. 

Grand Haven also functions as a center for employment and recreation in the West Michigan region. 
As a result, many influences outside the City’s boundaries can have a significant impact on the 
City’s economy. To meet the needs of this diverse base of residents, businesses and visitors, it will be 
important that the City continue to provide a healthy and varied housing stock and employment base. 
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The quality, availability and reliability of community services and municipal facilities play an 
important role in attracting and retaining residents and businesses. Some community facilities (e.g., 
parks and libraries) contribute to the quality of life and general character of the community, while 
other community facilities (e.g., police, fire and light and power) support the health, safety and welfare 
of area residents and contribute to the expansion of new development and businesses. The location and 
timing of new infrastructure should be planned in advance to minimize unnecessary costs and promote 
efficiency of service. 

P a r k s  a n d  R e c r e a t i o n 

High quality recreational facilities and programming are important quality-of-life indicators in 
Grand Haven. The City contains parks of various sizes, public school buildings, day care facilities, a 
community center, and a variety of other quasi-public and private recreational and cultural facilities. 
In addition to recreational facilities, public schools provide local spaces for interaction, learning, and 
community building, and safety services provide a compulsory service to the community.

In 2015, the City adopted “Explore the Grand Region”, a new community-wide Parks and Recreation 
Plan developed in partnership with Grand Haven Charter Township, the City of Ferrysburg, Spring Lake 
Township and the Village of Spring Lake. The plan outlined six specific goals from 2016. 

C i t y  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  G o a l s 

One. To provide multi-generational recreational opportunities within the community as the 
City is comprised of persons of all ages. 

Two. To provide recreational facilities for persons of all mental and physical abilities. 

Three. As growth continues within and around the City, our public outdoor areas continue 
to grow in significance and usage. The City will continue to provide diversified outdoor 
experiences for the residents. 

Four. To continue to provide, as much as possible, maximum use of the parks and facilities by 
residents. 

Five. To seek cooperative efforts with adjoining governmental units in providing the public 
with parks, recreation facilities, and programming.

Six. To support, as appropriate, non-profit organizations and citizens who choose to provide 
recreational facilities and programming for the residents. 

Chapter 5. Community FACILITIES AND SERVICES 

The splash pad at Bicentennial Park 
and other nearby waterfront parks 
support community activities and 
contribute to the City’s quality of life.
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P a r k s  R e s o u r c e s

According to the Parks and Recreation Master Plan, the City has five mini parks, two neighborhood 
parks, eight community wide parks, nine special use parks, two linear parks and seven public school 
buildings. 

M i n i  P a r k s

Mini Parks are specialized facilities that serve a limited population, or a specific group of citizens such 
as small children or seniors. Typically, the service area for a mini park is less than a quarter-mile and 
the size is less than one acre. Grand Haven has five mini parks:

Bolt Park. Bolt Park is located on the corner of Pennoyer Avenue and Beechtree It has an area 
of slightly less than one acre and is considered passive in use. Currently, it is maintained as 
lawn space with large trees, flower beds and a stone memorial.

Johnston Park. Located at the corner of Pennoyer and Sheldon, Johnston Park has an area of 
about 4,500 square feet and is an urban green space. 

Klaver Park. Klaver Park is located at the corner of Pennoyer Avenue and Seventh Street. It 
has an area of less than ¼ acre and is best described as urban green space.

Klempel Park. Located at the corner of Pennoyer and Grant Street, Klempel Park’s area 
is about 7,500 square feet. Klempel Park is considered to be urban green space, with water 
frontage.

Willow Park. Located at the corner of Franklin Avenue and 7th Street and abutting the railroad 
tracks, this triangular pocket park is less than 1,000 square feet and includes trees and a park 
bench. 

N e i g h b o r h o o d  P a r k s

A neighborhood park is used for intense recreational activities such as field games, court games, crafts, 
playgrounds, skating and picnicking. Grand Haven has two neighborhood parks:

East Grand River Park. East Grand River Park is about 5 ½ acres in size and located at the 
end of Franklin and Eastern Avenues, adjacent to the wetlands along the Grand River. Located 
within the park is Scott Flahive Boat Launch, restrooms, a picnic shelter, parking, a playground, 
picnic tables, benches and grills. Additionally, there is a barrier-free boardwalk along the 
wetland area near the Grand River. Many of the park’s amenities (including a new dog park) 
were added in 2010 through a grant from the Michigan Natural Resources Trust Fund. 

William Hatton Park. Located on Jackson Street in Old Town, William Hatton Park has 
historical significance. The park was named William Hatton Park in 1937, although it was 
not owned by the City until 1989. William Hatton was the president of Eagle Ottawa Leather 

William Hatton Park

Above: Parks and Public Land in Grand Haven. 
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Company in the early 1900s and was instrumental in the establishment of the City’s first 
hospital in 1919. Currently, Hatton Park has an open structure, walkways, picnic tables and 
some playground equipment. It has an area of slightly less than 1 acre.

C o m m u n i t y  P a r k s

Community Parks provide a range of facilities capable of supporting community recreation that would 
not be feasible in neighborhood parks. Community parks may also provide specialized recreational 
facilities such as swimming pools, community centers and lighted baseball diamonds. Currently, there 
are eight community parks in Grand Haven:

Central Park. Central Park is located on Washington Avenue in the center of downtown, 
it is about 2 ½ acres in size. It is a passive park that contains walkways, benches and a small 
fountain focal point.

Chinook Pier Park. Chinook Pier Park is about 1 acre in size and is located along Harbor 
Avenue on the Grand River. It contains both active and passive uses, including a commercial 
boat dock, fish cleaning station, playground equipment, farmer’s market, miniature golf, splash 
pad, and a historic steam train Engine No. 1223.

City Beach Park. City Beach Park is located on Harbor Avenue south of Grand Haven State 
Park along Lake Michigan. It has an area of about 20 acres and the facilities that are available 
relate to the park resources, accomodating special event uses such as the regular amateur 
and professional volleyball events, sand sculpture competitions, sand soccer, kite flying 
competitions and others.

Duncan Woods Park. Located off Sheldon Road, Duncan Woods is about 38 acres in size. It is a 
nature preserve that consists of beech and hemlock trees. Facilities at the park include a small 
picnic area and natural walking trails.

Harbor Island. Located along US-31 and Coho Drive, Harbor Island is a 23-acre park that 
provides many recreational opportunities including a boat launch and an open area that is 
suitable for a number of community events and impromptu activities. Harbor Island also 
contains a paved bicycle/pedestrian path, soccer field, restrooms and transfer dock.

Mulligan’s Hollow Park. Mulligan’s Hollow is a ski bowl located on 80 acres just west of 
downtown. Established in 1960, the mission of Mulligan’s Hollow is “to provide area youth with 
affordable winter snow sports in a family oriented environment.” Mulligan’s Lodge was built 
in 2005 with assistance from the Grand Haven Rotary, City of Grand Haven, the Grand Haven 
Area Community Foundation, the Ski Bowl support group, area businesses and volunteers. 
Mulligan’s Hollow also provides leagues for youth skiing, as well as ski and snowboarding 
lessons.

Getting some “air” at the skate-
park at Mulligan’s Hollow Park

The commercial boat dock at Chinook Pier Park
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Other areas of the park contain a lighted softball field, an Imagination Station structure and 
playground, basketball courts, trails, tennis courts, and a picnic area with grills. The park also 
includes a 13,000 square foot premier skate-park built for bikes, blades and boards. Constructed 
of super-slick-cement, this facility features a view of Lake Michigan, full sized bowl, quarter 
pipe, hubba box, box, rails, c-rails, 2 five stairs, and one 7 stair rail.

Sluka Field. Located at the corner of Waverly and Beechtree, Sluka field is a 5 ½ acre full-size 
baseball facility used by soccer and baseball leagues each year, in addition to other sporting 
teams. The baseball field’s outfield fence can also be removed, allowing the site to also be used 
as a full-size soccer field. Sluka Field also contains a barrier-free playground and an ice rink in 
the winter.

Veterans Memorial Park. Located along Harbor Drive, adjacent to Mulligan’s Hollow, 
Veterans Memorial Park features a memorial with an eternal flame honoring war veterans. 

S p e c i a l  U s e  P a r k s

Tourism in Grand Haven has spurred reinvestment of several special use parks. Examples of special use 
parks include golf courses, nature centers, marinas and outdoor theaters. Special use parks in Grand 
Haven are outlined below:

H a r b o r  P a r k s

Bicentennial Park/Riverview. Bicentennial Park is located along Harbor Drive on the 
Grand River channel and is an urban green space/commercial park that includes a boardwalk 
extension, benches, small tourist shops and temporary mooring for transient boaters.

Escanaba Park. Escanaba Park is incorporated within the Lighthouse Connector Park on the 
Grand River Channel. It is approximately one acre in size and is a designated historic site and 
memorial to men and women who have served in the U. S. Coast Guard. The park features 
walks, interpretive exhibits, and historic plaques.

Flahive Boat Launch. The Flahive Boat launch is located within East Grand River Park along 
the Grand River. The launch is very popular as it is one of only two public boat launches in the 
City where residents and visitors can launch smaller boats (20 feet or less) without paying a 
fee. Currently, the site includes restrooms, a picnic shelter, a children’s play area, picnic tables, 
benches a raised wetland walkway, and a floating fishing dock. 

Grand Haven Municipal Marina. Grand Haven Municipal Marina is located on the Grand 
River and is approximately 4 ½ acres in area. Currently, this marina contains public restrooms, 
lighting, benches and 54 boat slips that serve a large private sport fishing fleet.

Waterfront Stadium plays host to several 
unique sporting events, like the “Battle of the 
Boardwalk” high-school volleyball event
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Harbor Island Boat Launch. Harbor Island Boat Launch is also located on the Grand River. 
It is just over 3 acres in size. Currently the site contains ten launch ramps, a transfer dock and 
regular and overflow parking for trailers.

Musical Fountain. The Musical Fountain is nearly 4 acres in area and located on Dewey Hill, 
within the City-owned North Shore Dunes. The Fountain itself is large and nationally renowned 
with specialized lighting systems. The musical fountain plays daily during the summer months 
at dusk and attracts spectators from across the region. 

North Shore Fisherman’s Parking Lot. This lot is just over 1 acre in size, and contains a 
parking lot and restrooms on the Grand River channel adjacent to the Grand River north pier 
head.

Rix Robinson Park. Rix Robinson Park is located on 5.5 acres along Harbor Island and Grand 
Isle Drive. The park has a foot bridge and open lawn area. The Tri-Cities connector pathway 
traverses the park on the south side of the bascule bridge, linking pedestrian and bicycle traffic 
between Grand Haven, Spring Lake and Ferrysburg. 

The Lynne Sherwood Waterfront Stadium. The park is located on Harbor Drive near 
downtown. The site is about 1/2 acre in size and contains tiered seating for Musical Fountain 
performances. The park along the boardwalk may offer several events that occur through 
the summer. The stadium is used for civic activities, unique sporting events and other public 
programs. 

L i n e a r  P a r k s

A linear park is an area developed for one or more varying modes of recreation travel, such as hiking, 
biking, snowmobiling, horseback riding, cross-country skiing, or canoeing. Linear Parks may also 
include active play areas, shopping, concessions, interpretive exhibits or picnicking and others. Parks 
fitting this category are listed below.

Harbor Island Linear Park. Harbor Island Linear Park is about 5½ acres in size and contains 
a 252 foot paved bike path along the Grand River South Channel. A picnic shelter, benches, a 
sculpture array, and boardwalk sections are also located within the park as well as extensive 
landscaping. A parking area is adjacent to the park at the trailhead.

Lighthouse Connector Park. Lighthouse Connector Park on Harbor Avenue is a boardwalk 
connecting Bicentennial Park with the Lake Michigan south pier and runs along the Grand 
River channel. It is about 170 feet long and has benches, specialty shops, restaurants and 
parking along the boardwalk.

Flahive Boat Launch

Lighthouse Connector Park
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U n d e v e l o p e d  P a r k  L a n d

The City of Grand Haven is home to additional properties in various stages of development. Some are in 
public ownership and others are owned as part of the City’s parks system. These include:

•	Friant Street and Pennoyer Avenue (Located within road right-of-way)
•	Grant Street Overlook (Located within road right-of-way)
•	Highland Park (preserve located on City-owned property)
•	Hofma Preserve/Green Space (adjoining the Hofma Preserve in Grand Haven Township.)
•	North Shore Dunes
•	Pottawattomie Bayou Wetland and Waterfront

O t h e r  P a r k s

The following parks are located within the City of Grand Haven but are not owned by the City.

Grand Haven State Park. Located along Harbor Drive, Grand Haven State Park is 52 acres with 
open, sandy Lake Michigan beach and improved camp sites that are open for spring, summer 
and fall camping. The park is owned and operated by the State of Michigan and draws visitors 
from the entire region.

Franklin Street Open Play Area. Located next to the City wastewater treatment facility, this 
open area is owned by the Grand Haven Sewer Authority and maintained by the City. The park 
is available for public use and contains a softball field, basketball court, play equipment, and 
open space which is suitable for soccer and other field sports. 

Kieft Island and Suits Island. Totaling 15 acres, Kieft Island and Suits Island contain 
protected nesting sites for several bird species in the Grand River floodplain. The property 
is owned by the Michigan Audubon Society and administered by the local Audubon Society 
committee.

Kitchel/Lindquist Dune Preserve. Located along North Shore Road, the Kitchel/Lindquist 
Dune Preserve consists of 112 acres of open dunes, Interdunal Wetlands and Great Lakes 
Barrens. It also contains state and federally threatened plants, and is protected as a natural 
area. This park is owned by the City of Ferrysburg and managed by the Kitchel/Lindquist Dunes 
Preserve Committee.

Ottawa Sands County Park. Located north of Kitchel/Lindquist Dune Preserve, this county 
park was opened in 2018. The park features 353 total acres, with 20 acres located within the City 
of Grand Haven. Ottawa Sands County Park includes open dunes, state and federally threatened 
plants, and is located within a protected natural area. The abundant natural features, 
scenic beauty, and proximity to a waterfront urban center offer tremendous opportunities 
for recreation, connectivity, place-making, improved natural resource management, and 
restoration.

Grand Haven Waterfront Trail
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T r a i l s

The following trails are located within the City of Grand Haven.

Grand Haven Waterfront Trail. The Grand Haven Waterfront Trail provides a 2.5 mile scenic 
route from the shores of Lake Michigan to Harbor Island and Coho Drive, along the Grand River 
and area shops.

Lakeshore Connector Path. The Lakeshore Connector Path is a beautiful 20 mile trail near the 
shoreline connecting the City of Grand Haven with the City of Holland 

Linear Trail Park. The Linear Trail park runs 16.9 miles through many of the City’s 
neighborhoods, from the east and connects at two points of the Lakeshore Connector Path on 
the west. 

R e c r e a t i o n a l  P r o g r a m m i n g

Responding to calls for increased cooperation in providing for new and expanded recreation 
opportunities, four local municipalities and the Grand Haven Area Public Schools came together to 
create the Northwest Ottawa Recreation Authority (NORA) in 2009 under the Public Act 321 of 2000 
with the State of Michigan. 

The intergovernmental body is responsible for providing recreational programming throughout the 
Greater Grand Haven Community. NORA annually operates over 100 youth and adult recreational 
programs. In addition, the Recreation Authority is charged with exploring opportunities for the 
construction, operation, maintenance and management of new or under-used recreational facilities. 

NORA is guided by a 9-member board of trustees consisting of appointed and elected officials from the 
City of Grand Haven, Grand Haven Charter Township, Robinson Township,  and the City of Ferrysburg 
and the Grand Haven Area Public Schools. NORA has a professional service agreement with the Grand 
Haven Area Public schools for the administration of the Authority.

C o m m u n i t y  F a c i l i t i e s

Central Park Place. In 2007 the Community Center underwent a major transformation from 
a small meeting site to a large multi-purpose facility. The Community Center was rebranded to 
be referred to as Central Park Place in 2022 and is located in downtown Grand Haven and hosts 
many events including business seminars, training sessions, corporate retreats, receptions and 
family events. 

The Loutit District Library. Located at 407 Columbus Avenue, the Loutit District Library is 
managed by an eight member Board of Trustees of appointed officials from the City of Grand 
Haven, Grand Haven Charter Township, Robinson Township, the City of Ferrysburg, and the 
Grand Haven Area Public School District. Library operation and long-term expansion is funded 
by a millage approved by district voters in 2000 and a bond issue approved in 2007. 

Coast Guard History Exhibit at the track depot, 
part of the Tri-Cities Historical Museum

C o m m u n i t y  A s s e t
A number of organizations add to the City’s 
comprehensive community programming. Two 
organizations of note are the Four Pointes Center for 
Successful Aging and the North Ottawa Community 
Health System. Four Pointes Center for Successful 
Aging offers wellness programming for over 1,200 
individuals in the region aged 50 years and older. 
Programming includes day trips, care management, 
medical counseling, cultural events, and exercise 
activities. In addition to comprehensive medical 
services, North Ottawa Community Health System 
offers community programming including support 
groups, health screenings, and community and 
volunteer events.
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The library’s mission is to “provide exceptional library services and resources to the public 
that increase knowledge, inspire imagination, and strengthen the community.” The library is 
a member of the Lakeland Library Cooperative, a consortium serving 1.3 million residents of 
West Michigan through resource sharing, services, and expertise for the benefit of individuals 
and communities. 

Completely restored and expanded to 50,000 square feet in 2009 through a $10 million bond 
issue, the library is open seven days per week during the school year. It plays a key role in the 
community as a place where computers can be used for free by those without home or work 
access to the Internet, as a space for people to gather, as a focal point for community education, 
and as a place where residents can research local history and their genealogy. The library 
advocates for children and under-served populations and fosters community resilience, self-
reliance, and a culture of sharing.

The Tri-Cities Historical Museum. Located in downtown Grand Haven, the history museum 
attracts people from all around the region. Exhibits covering Native Americans, early pioneers, 
lumberjacks, and French voyageurs illustrate the life and times of the people, places, and 
events that have shaped the region’s history. The third floor of the museum features an 
authentically restored soda fountain. 

E d u c a t i o n a l  F a c i l i t i e s

Grand Haven Area Public Schools. The City of Grand Haven is served entirely by the Grand 
Haven Area Public Schools (GHAPS). This school district reaches beyond the City’s municipal 
boundaries, serving all or parts of Ferrysburg, Spring Lake Township, Grand Haven Charter 
Township, Port Sheldon Township, and Robinson Township.

Enrollment in GHAPS is growing steadily in recent years. However, based on the demographic 
analysis in Chapter 3, it is reasonable to conclude that the growth in enrollment is not taking 
place in the City of Grand Haven, but rather in nearby townships. 

The following Grand Haven Public Schools facilities are located within the City of Grand Haven:

•	Central School, 106 S 6th Street
•	Ferry Elementary, 1050 Pennoyer Avenue
•	Lakeshore Middle School, 900 Cutler Street
•	Mary A. White Elementary, 1400 Wisconsin Avenue
•	White Pines Middle School, 1100 S Griffin Street
•	Griffin Elementary, 1700 S Griffin Street

Ferry Elementary Playground



39

C i t y  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  M a s t e r  P l a n

Higher Learning Institutions. Several colleges and universities are located within a short distance. 
These include Muskegon Community College (in Muskegon), Grand Valley State University in Allendale 
and Hope College in Holland. Additionally, Grand Rapids is home to several colleges and universities 
including Calvin University, Aquinas College, Grand Rapids Community College, and Cornerstone 
University. These academic facilities provide higher education opportunities and provide employment 
to some City residents. 

C o m m u n i t y  S e r v i c e s

Police, fire and hospital services are necessary for any community, as they protect the general welfare, 
help alleviate crime, and provide treatment when needed. Law Enforcement, Fire Protection and 
Medical First Responder services in the City of Grand Haven are all provided by the Grand Haven 
Department of Public Safety. 

In addition to the local public safety departments, the Michigan State Police Post #64 is located in 
Grand Haven. The Michigan State Police develops and coordinates state-level programs, technologies, 
and specialized services that enhance enforcement and emergency response capabilities. 

U t i l i t i e s

W a t e r  F i lt r a t i o n  P l a n t
A safe, secure, plentiful and reliable source of water is vital to a community’s growth and development. 
Water for drinking, sanitation, fire suppression and industrial uses are the hallmarks of modern 
society. Grand Haven operates the Northwest Ottawa Water Treatment Plant. In addition to Grand 
Haven residents, the plant serves residents in Grand Haven Township, Spring Lake Township, the City 
of Ferrysburg and Village of Spring Lake. 

The source of water for the Northwest Ottawa Water Treatment Plant is Lake Michigan. Water is 
collected by submerged intakes and is pre-filtered as it enters the treatment facility. The submerged 
intakes are located several feet under the lake bottom. The natural sand above the intakes provides a 
pre-filter barrier, which complements the direct filtration process. 

To ensure that tap water is safe to drink, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency establishes 
regulations that reduce certain contaminants in public water systems. The water supplied by the 
Northwest Ottawa Water Treatment Plant has and continues to meet all federal and state requirements.

W a s t e w a t e r  T r e a t m e n t  P l a n t
The Grand Haven-Spring Lake Sewer Authority processes wastewater for Grand Haven. The Authority 
was established in 1970 by agreement between the City of Grand Haven and the Village of Spring Lake 
to provide regional wastewater treatment. The City of Ferrysburg and Spring Lake Township joined 
the Authority in 1982, and Grand Haven Township joined in 1986. In 1972, the current wastewater 
treatment plant was built and over the years has been upgraded and modified to its current capacity. 

The Northwest Ottawa Water 
Treatment Plant produces about 3.8 
million gallons of water per day
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The Authority serves a population of more than 20,000 and in 2011 it operated at an average capacity 
of 50%.The Grand Haven-Spring Lake Wastewater Treatment Plant is a Class A activated sludge 
facility with a design flow of 6.67 million gallons per day. The plant has an average load of 4.37 million 
gallons per day and has sufficient organic and hydraulic capacity for large-scale industrial users. The 
Treatment Plant currently disposes of biosolids via the land application process.

The land application process is an approved approach that consists of applying biosolids to rural 
farmland soils either by injecting into the soil or spraying on the land surface with subsequent tilling. 
The process used will depend on the type of biosolid and the type of soils present. The primary benefit 
of land application is that it recycles wastewater and returns valuable nutrients to the soil, which 
enhances conditions for vegetative growth. 

There are potential disadvantages to land application as well, including cost, public opposition 
(usually due to odor) and potential environmental degradation if the process is not properly managed. 
The Grand Haven-Spring Lake Sewer Authority is currently updating disinfectant and odor control 
processes at the plant. These updates will enable the plant to treat wastewater with solar lighting 
rather than chemicals and are funded through bonds and local money. Currently, the Plant’s biosolids 
are disposed using this process several times a year at sites that have been approved by the Michigan 
Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy. The Authority plans to continue using the land 
application process for the foreseeable future. 

G r a n d  H a v e n  B o a r d  o f  L i g h t  &  P o w e r
The Grand Haven Board of Light & Power (BLP) was created in 1896 by the residents of Grand Haven. 
The BLP purchases, sells, and distributes electricity to customers in Grand Haven, Ferrysburg, Grand 
Haven Township, Robinson Township, and Spring Lake Township. The Grand Haven BLP currently owns 
six substations, and approximately 220 miles of electric distribution lines. In 2014 BLP served about 
13,750 customers. 
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P l a n n i n g  I m p l i c a t i o n s

The City of Grand Haven participates in the respective regional authorities that own and operate the 
water and wastewater plants that serve the City as well as some of the surrounding municipalities. The 
source of the local water supply is Lake Michigan.

With nearly all of the City served by public utilities, geographic expansion of the existing systems 
is unlikely. However, upgrades may be necessary as redevelopment occurs in certain areas, or as 
residential density increases with new development. It will be important for the City to ensure that the 
water supply and wastewater systems are responsive to demands as development and redevelopment 
occurs.

Grand Haven contains a wealth of high-quality recreational opportunities for residents and visitors 
alike. The parks contain a variety of facilities and equipment, including playgrounds, ball fields, open 
spaces, boardwalks and beaches that appeal to the City’s entire population.

The City falls within the Grand Haven Public Schools district. Enrollment in the district has been 
steadily growing over the last five years. Six of the district’s school facilities are located within the City 
limits.

It is likely that Grand Haven’s abundant recreational opportunities, together with the City’s proximity 
to Lake Michigan and the Grand River, will continue to be one of the strengths of the community, and 
will attract visitors from within and from well outside the City’s boundaries. 

Grand Haven’s recreational opportunities and community facilities contribute significantly to the 
Grand Haven’s identity and character. These facilities have also played a significant role in enhancing 
the City’s profile in the region, fostering economic development and attracting residents, businesses 
and tourists. Looking ahead, it will be critical for the City to continue emphasizing these strengths if 
Grand Haven is to solidify its position as an anchor of the West Michigan region.
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Chapter 6. Transportation

A good transportation network provides multiple ways for people to move around the City and 
connect to surrounding communities and the larger region. A transportation network with a variety 
of transportation options has a number of community benefits. For example, a well designed grid 
system of streets can help disperse traffic congestion and ease the load of higher capacity streets. 
Trails, pathways and sidewalks support active and healthier lifestyles and reduce the need to use cars 
for short trips. Public transit provides people without the ability or means to drive an environmentally 
friendly option to access work, school and other community amenities. The following chapter 
summarizes the transportation network in Grand Haven.

R e g i o n a l  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  p l a n n i n g

While the focus of this chapter is the local transportation network within the City of Grand Haven, 
it is important to note that transportation planning in West Michigan also happens at the regional 
level. The West Michigan Shoreline Regional Development Commission (WMSRDC) is the Metropolitan 
Planning Organization (MPO) that coordinates the metropolitan transportation planning program for 
Muskegon and Northern Ottawa County, including the City of Grand Haven. In addition to planning 
for regional transportation systems, WMSRDC also manages and administers the homeland security 
program for a number of counties including Ottawa. WMSRDC’s mission is to promote and foster 
regional development in West Michigan through cooperation amongst local governments and other 
regional partners. 

r o a d s

Grand Haven’s road network is largely laid out in a grid pattern, providing residents and visitors 
with multiple ways to navigate around the City. Residents’ transit experiences vary from quiet, 
neighborhood streets to gridlocked and congested rush hour traffic along US 31. 

R o a d  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n s

One approach to gaining a better understanding of the City’s road network is to classify each road 
based on the role or function it plays. The United States Department of Transportation classifies all 
roads by their transportation function. This system is called the National Functional Classification 
(NFC) System. Several types of road classifications in the City of Grand Haven include:

A City’s road network plays a critical role in 
determining the nature and intensities of land 
uses that occur throughout a community. 
For example, the narrow width, bump-outs 
and slow speeds of Washington Avenue and 
Ferry Street in Washington Square allow 
for a more walkable urban environment
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M i n o r  a r t e r i a l s
Minor Arterials are similar in function to principal arterials, except they carry trips of shorter distance 
and to lesser traffic generators. 

O t h e r  P r i n c i p a l  A r t e r i a l s
Roads in this classification tend to serve major centers of metropolitan areas and provide mobility for 
populations in urban and rural areas.

C o l l e c t o r s
Collector roads tend to provide more access to property than do arterials. Collectors also funnel traffic 
from residential or rural areas to arterials. 

L o c a l  r o a d s
Local roads primarily provide access to property. 

Table 6.1 on this page lists the US and State Highways and arterial streets in Grand Haven.

M a j o r  R o a d s

The majority of roadways in Grand Haven are laid out in a traditional grid format and the City is bisected 
by US-31 (Beacon Blvd), which carries heavy traffic volumes, especially during the summer months.

Beacon Boulevard (US-31). Beacon Boulevard is a four-lane boulevard that serves as the primary 
link between the City of Grand Haven and neighboring communities (especially in the summer). 

Traffic backups are common occurrences 
on US 31, especially during the summer. 
The picture below was taken in 2002 
when motorists turned around and 
drove in the wrong direction upon 
learning it might take up to three hours 
to cross the US 31 draw-bridge.

Photo Credit: John Hausman, MLIVE

T a b l e  6 . 1  S t r e e t  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n

From To

U.S. or State Highways
US-31 (Beacon Blvd) City Limits (North) City Limits (South)

Arterial Streets
168th Avenue Robbins Rd City Limits (South)

5th Street Franklin Ave Howard Ave
Beechtree St Fulton Ave Robbins Rd

Columbus Ave Harbor Dr US-31
Franklin Ave Harbor Dr 5th Street

Fulton Ave US-31 Beechtree St
N Griffin St Jackson Ave Fulton Ave

Jackson Ave Harbor Dr Griffin St
Robbins Rd Sheldon Rd City Limits (East)
Sheldon Rd Howard Ave Robbins Rd

Waverly Ave US-31 City Limits (East)
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As a result, Beacon Boulevard carries the bulk of local and regional traffic. High volume of traffic 
using this roadway, coupled with several turning movements, cause congestion on a fairly regular 
basis.

According to 2022 average daily traffic counts from the Michigan Department of Transportation, 
US-31 carries approximately 41,200 vehicles a day near the Taylor Avenue intersection. Traffic 
volume increases to 64,000 vehicles a day on the north side of the City, just south of the 
drawbridge. The US-31 drawbridge opens at scheduled intervals during the boating season which 
regularly cause traffic backups both north and south. 

Robbins Road. Robbins Road forms much of the southern border of Grand Haven. It is the entry 
point to the City for many residents living in Grand Haven Township. According to the Ottawa 
County Road Commission, traffic volumes in 2013 on Robbins Road were around 6,480 vehicles per 
day. Robbins Road shares important intersections with Mercury Drive/Waverly Avenue, Beechtree 
Street, Beacon Boulevard and Sheldon Road.

Fulton Avenue. Fulton Avenue runs east and west across the northern portion of the City, 
connecting the industrial areas on the east end of Beacon Boulevard to the commercial areas to 
the west.

Washington Avenue. Washington Avenue is a major link between Beacon Boulevard and the 
lakeshore and serves as downtown Grand Haven’s “main street”. Washington Avenue volumes on 
the east side of Beacon Boulevard are much lower than on the west side.

Beechtree Street. Beechtree Street provides north-south access to many employers on the east 
side of the City. Beechtree has important intersections with Robbins Road, Waverly Avenue, and 
Fulton Avenue.

Sheldon Road. Sheldon Road provides north-south access west of Beacon Boulevard. It connects 
the commercial areas at the City’s center to neighborhoods to the south. It also provides access to 
North Ottawa Community Hospital. 

Harbor Drive. Harbor Drive is a major route on the western side of Grand Haven. It is 
particularly important to the City’s waterfront areas and connects the City to Grand Haven State 
Park and other destinations.

Jackson Avenue. With development increasing on either side of Beacon Boulevard south of the 
drawbridge, Jackson Avenue has become an even more important link for commuters. It serves as 
an alternate connection from the Beechtree corridor and the Airport industrial area to the south 
and it provides a direct connection to Harbor Drive, the downtown, waterfront, and the State 
Park.

Washington Avenue serves as downtown 
Grand Haven’s Main Street
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U S - 3 1  S t u d y  a n d  U S - 3 1  B y p a s s

US-31 is a primary route for both long distance travelers and local Holland to Muskegon trips, and 
experiences high traffic volumes in the Grand Haven area. US-31 has been identified as part of 
Michigan’s “Priority Commercial Network” and is considered a critical link in the local economy and 
county-wide development plans. In the early 1990s, a number of factors prompted a study of US-31 in 
Ottawa County, between Holland and Grand Haven.

The purpose of the study was to determine alternative ways to reduce traffic congestion and improve 
safety on and around US-31. In 1994, an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) was initiated by the 
Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT). The EIS proposed several alternatives to meet and 
balance the transportation needs of US-31, between I-196 in northwestern Allegan County and I-96 in 
southwestern Muskegon County. In 2002, Michigan State University completed a Land Use Study that 
examined the potential land use impacts of the Michigan Department of Transportation’s (MDOT) Draft 
EIS. Employing land use forecasting models, the study examined five alternatives proposed by the EIS. 
Ultimately, a design to construct a freeway bypass was selected. The US-31 Bypass was completed in 
2015 in nearby Robinson Township, which supports an average daily traffic volume of 11,000 vehicles. 

C o m m u t i n g  P a t t e r n s

According to data collected in the 2022 American Community Survey, about 78.5% of workers who 
live in the City of Grand Haven work in Ottawa County, and the average commmute travel time is 20.4 
minutes. The remaining 21.5% work in either Muskegon or Kent County. In 2012, about 1,250 people, or 
about 30% of the City’s working population worked within the City. About 16% worked in Grand Haven 
Township, 8% worked in Grand Rapids, 8% worked in Spring Lake Township, 6% worked in Muskegon, 
and about 6% worked in the City of Holland.1 

In 2012, about 16% of Grand Haven’s workers came from Grand Haven Township, and about 8% come 
from Spring Lake Township. Others come from Norton Shores, Robinson Township, Muskegon, and 
nearby townships. According to data collected in the 2009 to 2013 American Community Survey, about 
60% of Grand Haven’s working population commute less than 20 minutes to work.

While 75% of workers in the City of Grand Haven drive alone to work,  8.5% of workers carpool, bike, 
walk, or take public transit to work according to American Community Survey 2021 5-year estimates. 
This is a decrease in carpooling to work or other forms of transportation from the recent master plan 
update. The median age of those who drive to work is 42.7, while the median age of those who prefer to 
bike, take transit, or walk to work is 33.8 years old.

1	  US Census, Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics On The Map Tool, 2012

US 31 Bypass, under construction
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P u b l i c  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n

Harbor Transit. Harbor Transit is a public demand-
response transportation system that serves the City of 
Grand Haven, the City of Ferrysburg, the Village of Spring 
Lake and Grand Haven Charter Township. Harbor Transit 
operates a fleet of 23 buses, two vans and two seasonal 
trolleys traveling over 420,000 miles per year. In November 
of 2015, voters in Spring Lake Township approved 0.7 mills 
over 10-years to expand the dial-a-ride service into the 
Township. 

According to their 2021 Annual Report, 121,959 people 
utilized Harbor Transit in 2021. This marked a decrease 
in ridership from previous years due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, in which limited service was offered from March 2020 to May 2021. In 2019 alone, over 
253,000 people used Harbor Transit, citing a drop of 52% in the past two years. According to the 
2013 Annual Report, ridership was up in all major ridership categories (see Figure 6.1), with the most 
significant increases coming from those riders 50 years of age and over and students. A 2013 survey 
of riders also found that 37.9% of survey responders used Harbor Transit on a daily basis and that 22% 
responders used Harbor Transit to get to work. 

T a b l e  6 . 2  C o m m u t e  M o d e s
Means of Transportation To Work %, Out of all Workers Living In Grand Haven

Car 82.7
Carpooled 6.2

Bicycled 3.2
Walked 3.2

Work From Home 2.7
Public Transit 1.2

Other 0.8
Source: American Community Survey, 2009 to 2015.Source: American Community Survey, 2009 to 2013.
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A i r  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n

Grand Haven Memorial Airport. Located near the City’s southern boundary, Grand Haven 
Memorial Airport is a U-5 General Aviation all-weather facility, licensed by the Michigan Bureau 
of Aeronautics. The Airport is served with a paved primary runway 3,750 feet long and a paved 
cross-wind runway 2,100 feet long. The Airport is operated through a management agreement 
that provides a Fixed Base Operator (FBO) for service, maintenance and general day-to-day airport 
management. While commercial passenger airline service is not available at this airport, some 
private charter service is provided.

Muskegon County Airport. The nearest commercial airport to the City of Grand Haven is 
the Muskegon County airport, which has four daily flights connecting residents to regional 
destinations. 

Gerald R. Ford International Airport. Located on the southeast side of metro Grand Rapids and 
about an hour’s drive from Grand Haven, Gerald R. Ford International Airport is Michigan’s second 
busiest airport, serving about 2 to 3 million passengers annually. The airport offers non-stop 
service to airports throughout the Country. 

N o n - M o t o r i z e d  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n

The City of Grand Haven contains numerous non-motorized trails and pathways, offering residents and 
visitors an alternative to automobile travel. The network provides connections to Spring Lake Village 
and Township, Grand Haven Township, the Cities of Holland and Ferrysburg and Fruitport Township. 
An effective non-motorized trail network offers numerous benefits to a community such as personal 
satisfaction, health, and recreation. Trails also have an economic benefits like increased revenues from 
tourism and increased business activity and employment.

Grand Haven has several forms of non-motorized transportation. Bike paths in Grand Haven are located 
along portions of 168th Avenue, Beechtree, Waverly, Franklin, Columbus, Beacon Boulevard and Harbor 
Drive. A boardwalk is located on the south side of the Grand River from Lake Michigan east to Wharfside 
Marina. A Boardwalk has also been constructed along the Grand River at Linear Park and East Grand 
River Park. 

Grand Haven Memorial Airport

Resilient Activities - Harbor Transit
In an effort to move to more environmentally 
friendly and sustainable practices Harbor Transit 
has purchased four liquid-propane buses and 
an on-site LP fueling station. These help reduce 
emissions by generating 12% less carbon 
dioxide, 75% less nitrogen oxide and 42% 
less carbon monoxide than gasoline buses. 
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P l a n n i n g  I m p l i c a t i o n s

Traffic in Grand Haven is generally manageable, with the heaviest traffic volumes occurring on 
Beacon Boulevard (US-31). Other important streets in the City include Robbins Road, Fulton Avenue, 
Washington Avenue, Beechtree Street and Harbor Drive. The “grid” layout of City’s streets aids 
significantly in the relatively limited amount of traffic congestion of the City’s major corridors.

Before the construction of M-231, also known as the US-31 bypass, the US-31 bridge over the Grand 
River was one of only three crossings in all of Ottawa County. The bypass was constructed to address 
the heavy regional traffic along US-31. It is likely that the construction of this bypass has attracted 
some of this regional traffic, further reducing congestion along US-31 in the City. 

The number of Harbor Transit riders within the community has increased steadily over the last several 
years, suggesting City officials should continue to work with the Harbor Transit Board to discuss the 
potential of a fixed-routes system. 

The City also contains a network of non-motorized trails and pathways, which offers residents and 
visitors an alternative to automobile transportation. Trails within the City also connect to a County-
wide network of trails and pathways, connecting users to a wider range of recreational opportunities.

Three-fourths of Grand Haven’s labor force work within Ottawa County and don’t travel far for 
work, suggesting that many weekday trips are local and highlight the potential for future expansion 
of transportation options. Additionally, it is likely that many of these trips could be made via non-
motorized means. Grand Haven should continue to create walkable neighborhoods and business 
centers that are built to accommodate pedestrians of all ages, users, and abilities, instead of 
automobiles, first.
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Chapter 7. Land Use and Development Patterns

Grand Haven’s development pattern has been well-established for many years, but this is not to say 
that many changes have not occurred. The City continues to pursue the adaptive reuse of old buildings 
and empty lots into mixed use developments in the immediate downtown area. New multi-unit 
housing developments continue to rise in the Northside and Southside neighborhoods just outside 
the downtown area. In addition, the City invested in streetscaping improvements along Washington 
Avenue between 7th Street and Beacon Boulevard, creating a more pedestrian-friendly and secondary 
retail hub in the downtown. 

Over the last decade, several year-round homes have been converted to seasonal, or short-term rentals 
and traffic-oriented commercial uses along Beacon Boulevard have grown. Continued residential 
redevelopment has also occurred around Grand Haven’s downtown, elevating the area’s status as a 
residential district in of itself and increasing the consumer base for local businesses. The downtown 
has maintained its role as the heart of the City, which is reflected in its high retail occupancy rate 
and regional draw as a tourist destination. Additional outside impacts, such as the steady population 
growth and new retail development experienced in Spring Lake Township and Grand Haven Charter 
Township have not diminished the value and prominence of downtown Grand Haven. 

Grand Haven contains a variety of land uses laid out in a traditional grid format with a mixture of 
housing types, commercial development, established industries, new industrial parks, redeveloped 
areas, a wealth of community facilities, and an abundance of natural features. The City’s historic 
development has resulted in a pattern of defined neighborhoods, distinct commercial areas, and 
scattered industrial uses.

L a n d  U s e

Existing land use categories are generalized and are based on property classification data contained in 
the parcel database, zoning data, mapping tools and general knowledge of the community. 

•	 The Low-Density Residential category consists of single-family homes. This is the largest land use 
category in the City, comprising about 28.6% of the City’s total parcels.

•	 The Multiple Family Residential category occupies about 5.1% of the City’s total parcels and 
consists of apartments, condominiums, duplexes, multiple-unit dwellings and manufactured 
housing communities. While multiple-family land uses are located throughout the City, the bulk of 
this land use category is located in the eastern portion of the City.

•	 Commercial land uses consist primarily of retail establishments and offices. The largest commercial 
areas in the City are the downtown, Centertown, and surrounding areas, Beacon Boulevard, Robbins 
Road, Beechtree Street, Jackson Street and the northern portion of Ferry Street. Commercial uses 
comprise about 12% of the City’s total land area.

New multi-unit housing development

Single family homes comprise 
about 28% of the City
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•	 Institutional land includes schools, hospitals, churches, government facilities and similar uses, and 
are located throughout the City. This land use occupies about 6.1% of the City’s land area.

•	 The City’s Recreational uses are primarily public parks and vacant, publicly-owned properties 
located throughout the City. This land use comprises about 21.8 % of the City’s parcels, with the 
majority of these lands consist of large contiguous parcels east of North Shore Drive near Dewey 
Hill and the Kitchel-Lindquist Dune Preserve, Mulligan’s Hollow, Grand Haven State Park, Forest Hill 
Cemetery, the Grand Haven Riverfront, Harbor Island, and Duncan Park.

•	 The Industrial classification consists of industrial parks, electrical substations, and the airport and 
it comprises 26.1% of the City’s parcels.

H i s t o r i c  D i s t r i c t s

There are six historic districts in Grand Haven, five of which are located on the west side of Beacon 
Boulevard. These are described below:

•	The Downtown Historic District is located between Harbor Drive to the west, 7th Street to the 
east, Franklin Street to the South, and Columbus Street to the north. This 14-block area includes 
City Hall, Central Park, the core downtown area, Harborfront Place, and many other commercial 
and government buildings.

•	The East End Historic District is the City’s newest and largest Historic District covering over 24 
blocks. This district is concentrated between Fulton to the north, Pennoyer to the south, Beacon to 
the west, and Beechtree to the east. Included in this area are tannery houses associated with Eagle 
Ottawa and the City’s first drive-up restaurant, Ray’s.

•	The Highland Park Historic District is located just east of Harbor Drive, concentrated between 
Lake Avenue to the north and Grand Avenue to the south. This historic district is located in a 
sensitive area overlay district. Development in the district dates back to the 1880s, when it was 
developed as a summer resort community.

•	The Northwest Historic District is located between Columbus Street to the south, Jackson Avenue 
to the north, First Street to the west and Fifth Street to the east. This is approximately a 12-block 
area just north of the Downtown Historic District.

•	The Riverfront Historic District is a long narrow strip of land that runs between Harbor Drive 
and the Grand River. Its southern boundary is Grand Haven State Park and Harbor Drive and its 
northern boundary is the Wharf Marina and the Grand River. This district includes the U.S. Coast 
Guard station, the Lynne Sherwood Waterfront Stadium, the Depot Building, the boardwalk, and 
Chinook Pier Park. 

•	The Southwest Historic District is between Howard Street/Pennoyer Avenue to the south and 
Franklin Street to the north. Its western and eastern boundaries are Harbor Drive and Beacon 
Boulevard. The area is approximately 22 blocks

Grand Haven contains many auto-
oriented commercial uses, particularly 
along Beacon Blvd (US-31)
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These historic districts are not registered as historic districts with the State Historic Preservation 
Office or the National Park Service. Since these districts are not registered, development protections do 
not exist. In order to qualify for tax incentive programs for rehabilitation of historic properties, local 
historic districts would need to be established pursuant to the provisions of the Local Historic Districts 
Act (Act 169 of 1970). 

M a s t e r  P l a n  S u b - A r e a s

Over the past twenty years, the City of Grand Haven 
has engaged in planning efforts to elevate specific 
focus areas throughout the City. Many of these sub-
area plans were created as stand-alone documents 
while others were incorporated during the 2010 Master 
Planning process. The 2010 Master Planning Process 
analyzed land uses in six predefined sub-areas within 
Grand Haven; the Beechtree Corridor, Centertown, 
the Robbins Road Corridor, the Southwest Business 
Corridor, Washington Square, and North Beechtree. 
The Waterfront Strategic Plan Sub-Area, the Downtown 
Sub- Area, Centertown Sub-Area, and the Robbins 
Road Corridor Sub-Area all feature stand-alone sub-
area plans that address land uses in their districts. The 
graphic to the right indicates these sub-area locations 
and the list of planning documents that address them. 

B e e c h t r e e  C o r r i d o r

The Beechtree Corridor sub-area runs along Beechtree 
from the City’s southern boundary north to Fulton 
Street. Beechtree contains a mix of land uses, including 
a dance studio, various auto repair shops, restaurants 
and bars, single-family dwellings, a medical clinic and a 
park. The corridor is characterized by a predominance 
of auto-oriented land uses. The majority of the 
buildings are set back from Beechtree with parking 
areas located in the front yards. Few of the parking 
areas are interconnected or serve multiple parcels, and 
most of the properties in this sub-area are accessed via 
Beechtree Street.
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C e n t e r t o w n
The Centertown sub-area is located west of Beacon and is bounded by 6th Street, Franklin, Beacon and 
Jackson. It is characterized by a good mix of residential, retail, service and office uses. Building setbacks 
are consistent for the mixture of land uses. In several places, parking lots are interconnected and serve 
multiple parcels. Additionally, several properties in the southern portion of this sub-area are in need 
of additional landscaping between parking areas and the street. This sub-area also contains a historical 
marker at the intersection of Fulton and 7th Street. In 2014, the Centertown Vision Plan was created to 
help identify areas in need of property improvements, street landscaping, and marketing initiatives.

R o b b i n s  R o a d  C o r r i d o r
The Robbins Road Corridor sub-area forms a part of the southern boundary of the City and is bounded 
by Beacon Blvd on the west and Beechtree on the east. This corridor contains a mixture of land uses, 
with a wide variety of building masses, scales and setbacks. Robbins Road experiences relatively 
high traffic volumes, and signage along the corridor is varied. Many properties in this sub-area can 
be accessed from two or more streets, and automobile circulation patterns are poorly-defined in 
other areas. Many of the land uses in this sub-area are regional in scope and serve a large area of the 
community, including much of Grand Haven Charter Township, and the sub-area plan was completed in 
conjunction with the Township. Because of this, the Joint Robbins Road Corridor Plan was completed in 
conjunction with the Township in 2011. 

S o u t h w e s t  B u s i n e s s  C o r r i d o r
The Southwest Business Corridor sub-area is located along the west side of Beacon Blvd, and is bounded 
on the north by Marion and the south by Robbins Road. The majority of land uses in this sub-area are 
major retail establishments, hospitality, restaurants and automobile sales facilities. One manufacturing 
facility is also in this sub-area. West of the railroad right-of-way, some former manufacturing facilities 
are being adapted for smaller businesses, and new office facilities are taking advantage of the proximity 
of residential uses and the US-31 corridor. 

W a s h i n g t o n  S q u a r e
The Washington Square sub-area is located along Ferry Street, generally between Madison and 
Washington. This sub-area contains a variety of land uses including retail establishments, offices, 
clinics, auto service stations and residences. In some areas, access management is poor and there 
is little separation of parking areas and areas devoted to pedestrian circulation. However, there are 
several properties that have been improved or developed, and sidewalks connect most properties 
within this sub-area. In some instances, additional landscaping is needed between parking areas and 
the street.

Beechtree
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N o r t h  B e e c h t r e e
The North Beechtree sub-area is located in the northeast portion of the City, immediately north of 
Beechtree Street along the Grand River. Several existing land uses are industrial in nature including 
several foundry facilities. The former Eagle-Ottawa tannery facility is now an RV resort community. The 
area is challenged by traffic and poor connections to the larger community, and fails to capitalize on 
its Grand River frontage. The North Beechtree sub-area offers a great opportunity for redevelopment, 
with suggested improvements including increased access to the river, improved traffic circulation and a 
mixing of land uses.

W a t e r f r o n t  a r e a
The Waterfront sub-area has been the focus of many planning efforts over the past few decades, as 
former industrial land uses have given way to residential, commercial, and mixed-use developments. 
Because of its visibility and proximity to the Grand River channel, these plans have sought to enhance 
the area as the community’s “front porch,” offering abundant green space and meeting areas that draw 
residents and visitors alike. The Waterfront sub-area has been subject of many studies, such as the 
2005 Waterfront Strategic Plan, the 2009 Chinook Pier Area Land Use Plan, and most recently the 2021 
Beyond the Pier: Waterfront Master Plan. 

D o w n t o w n
As the heart of the City, the vibrancy of the downtown sub-area impacts the well-being of the Grand 
Haven community as a whole. Because of its importance, many plans have addressed business 
attraction and retention, architectural design and place-making, landscaping and parking, and 
residential development within this sub-area. These plans include the 2004 Downtown Vision Plan, 
the 2005 Amended TIF and Development Plan, Downtown Grand Haven Design Guidelines, and a 2017 
Downtown Parking Study, and downtown Grand Haven future plan in 2020.

Z o n i n g

In 2007, Grand Haven adopted a hybrid zoning ordinance. The central purpose of the ordinance was 
to build on the strengths of the existing patterns of development in the City, while emphasizing the 
aesthetic and functional elements of the community. Another tenet of the ordinance was to minimize 
obstacles to rational and appropriate development in the City. 

The ordinance combines traditional use-based standards with elements of form and building design, 
resulting in a unique “hybrid” that meets the challenges presented by Grand Haven’s existing 
neighborhoods, commercial centers and industrial areas. 

In recognition of the importance of building consensus on land use regulation, the process to develop 
the hybrid Zoning Ordinance involved significant public input. This included a community meeting 
centered on a visual preference exercise, as well as a series of focus group discussions to address the 

Washington Square
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needs of particular neighborhoods or areas. In addition, the effort worked to identify and codify the 
unique characteristics of each neighborhood of the City. These included the physical characteristics 
as well as particular land uses and landmark features. The result was the development of building 
form and architectural standards for those portions of the community where these characteristics 
contributed significantly to the personality of an area. Eventually, these standards were codified and 
included in the particular zoning districts that govern those areas.

P l a n n i n g  I m p l i c a t i o n s

Grand Haven contains a mix of residential, commercial, industrial and recreational uses. More than 
a third of the City’s land area is occupied by single-family residential land uses, and about 16% of 
the City’s land area is commercial in use. Consistent with Grand Haven’s image as that of a tourist 
destination, about 30% of the City’s land area is used for recreational purposes.

The Master Plan sub-areas identified in the 2011 and 2016 Master Plans – the Beechtree Corridor, 
Centertown, the Robbins Road Corridor, the Southwest Business Corridor, Washington Square, and 
North Beechtree – contain a mix of land uses and development patterns. While each area possesses 
its own character and identity, there are several land use issues that the City should consider in each 
of those areas. These land use issues include walkability and pedestrian safety, landscaping, shared 
parking areas and building placement and setbacks.

While there are historic areas of the City, none are either state- or nationally-recognized historic 
districts. This means that protection from demolition or neglect is not available. Furthermore, 
without a designated and registered historic district, property owners are missing out on valuable tax 
incentives for rehabilitation.

Regionally, Grand Haven is one of four significant urban centers in the greater Grand Rapids area, 
which implies that economic activity in Grand Haven affects the rest of the region as well. Additionally, 
cooperation with other regional jurisdictions and planning agencies will be needed to protect the 
important natural and cultural features in order to enhance the quality of life in Grand Haven and 
throughout the region. 
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Every community is unique in one way or another. For some communities, it is their proximity to a 
lake or river. For others, it is their active downtown, vibrant festivals, or walkable neighborhoods. 
Each attribute is part of a collage of placed-based community assets that shape the identity, quality of 
life, and livability of the community. The City of Grand Haven is fortunate to have a number of unique 
community assets that shape its character and define its sense of place. 

W h y  i s  P l a c e m a k i n g  I m p o r t a n t ?

Placemaking is not a new concept or community development tool in Grand Haven. In fact, the City 
has been actively pursuing place-based projects for many years - the preservation of historic buildings, 
downtown streetscaping and the splash pad to name a few. Each of these projects, along with others, 
make Grand Haven a distinctly interesting and unique place. 

“Place” has always been an important element in sustaining long-term economic activity. It 
used to be that prosperous places were solely based on their proximity to natural resources (e.g., 
navigable waterways, extractable minerals). Navigable waterways and industrial areas are still 
important.1 However, in the 21st century, prosperous places are also based on their ability to attract 
entrepreneurial and knowledge-based workers. More and more, these knowledge-based workers (and 
other segments of the population as it turns out) want to live in communities with interesting and 
vibrant urban settings,2 outdoor recreational amenities, entertainment, cultural diversity and walkable 
neighborhoods. In essence, these placemaking attributes make up part of a new strategy for attracting 
and retaining talented workers and establishing a knowledge-based economy. 

P l a c e m a k i n g  E l e m e n t s 

During his first term, Michigan Governor Rick Snyder made placemaking a key platform in his plans to 
revitalize the state. He continues to ask each community to make a more concerted effort and take a 
more deliberate approach to placemaking. In response, a number of statewide municipal organizations 
established place-based planning initiatives (e.g., MIPLACE Initiative) to help cities better think about 
how to apply placemaking elements in local projects and position themselves for success in today’s 
economy. 

This Plan highlights how the City of Grand Haven has and can continue to implement elements of one 
such initiative - the Michigan Municipal League’s Eight Assets of 21st Century Communities.3 

Chapter 8. PLACEMAKING

What is Placemaking?
Placemaking is both a process and tool to 
collectively design and manage elements of 
the public realm (markets, waterfronts, squares, 
streets, parks, neighborhoods and downtowns, 
etc.) to create places that are appealing, 
accessible, comfortable, and support social 
activity. Placemaking helps to define the pattern 
and use of the built environment and the manner 
and ease in which people are able to access, 
connect and move around in it. Placemaking 
can also help build and enhance sense-of-
place by creating spaces that encourage social 
interaction and support interesting activities.

1 Dr. Soji Adelaja & Mark Wyckoff - Why the economics of “place” matters. The Economic of Place Michigan Municipal League (2011)
2 The Next Real Estate Boom. Patrick C. Doherty and Christopher B. Leinberger. http://www.brookings.edu/research/articles/2010/11/real-estate-lein-
berger 2010
3 Michigan Municipal League. http://placemaking.mml.org/21st-century-communities/
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P h y s i c a l  D e s i g n  a n d  W a l k a b i l i t y
Market analysis shows that today’s millennials, young professionals, Baby Boomers and empty nesters want 
to live in neighborhoods with walkable downtowns, access to culture and entertainment opportunities and 
a variety of transportation options. As described in Chapters Five and Six, Grand Haven is a very walkable 
community, featuring an extensive system of sidewalks and pathways that connect neighborhoods to the 
downtown, the waterfront and other community and regional assets. Downtown Grand Haven has wide 
sidewalks that encourage social interaction around public seating areas and outdoor cafes. The City should 
continue to explore ways in which it can expand its pedestrian infrastructure in areas of the City that are 
not already served by sidewalks, bike lanes or pathways. 

G r e e n  I n i t i a t i v e s
Green Initiatives are critical for any community intending to be viable in today’s economy. The way 
cities use energy and natural resources impacts quality of life and the financial bottom line. Grand Haven 
continues to explore ways to implement sustainable land use practices. The City continues to employ low-
impact development techniques like green roofs, underground detention systems and grass swales to better 
manage storm water runoff. As discussed in more detail in Chapter Ten, the City will continue to study how 
sustainable practices may better protect residential areas from coastal flooding and the impacts of climate 
change. 

C u lt u r a l  E c o n o m i c  D e v e l o p m e n t
Arts and culture are essential components of a thriving, knowledge-based economy. A healthy creative 
sector attracts and retains residents and businesses, and produces economic benefits including jobs, a 
stronger tax base, downtown and neighborhood revitalization, and tourism. The City has been a very active 
supporter of local artists by displaying a number of public art pieces around the downtown and waterfront 
areas. In 2022, the City has recently rebranded the Community Center into an arts & cultural hub for the 
community, now known as Central Park Place. 

E n t r e p r e n e u r s h i p 
Growing knowledge-based jobs in “ones and twos” creates sustainable economies in the 21st century. 
Strategies that solely focus on seeking out large manufacturers and big box retailers overlook the positive 
impact that entrepreneurs and small businesses have on local communities. The Grand Haven, Ferrysburg 
and Spring Lake Chamber of Commerce, often referred to as “the Chamber” through initiatives like 
E-Merge, the Small Business Development Center (SBDC) and six specialized networking groups are helping 
entrepreneurs start and expand small businesses. The City of Grand Haven will continue to support these 
efforts by creating desirable neighborhoods, an active downtown and community assets that attracts 
talented and entrepreneurial workers. 

Downtown’s wide sidewalks encourage 
social interaction around public 
seating areas and outdoor cafes. 

The City should continue to employ low-
impact development techniques, like 
this green roof, throughout the City. 
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M u lt i c u lt u r a l i s m 
Creating and sustaining a genuine commitment to diversity and multiculturalism is vital to attracting 
key demographics and global businesses. Today’s fluid, mobile and global workforce is seeking out 
places that embrace people of all religions, ethnicities, national origins and races. Grand Haven 
will continue to support and embrace cultural events within the City. In addition, City officials 
and their community partners can help support a more diverse community by providing adequate 
transportation choices, affordable housing options and continuing education opportunities. 

M e s s a g i n g  a n d  T e c h n o l o g y
Internet and communication technologies are connecting people and allowing them to share 
information in the virtual world in unprecedented ways. Social networking applications like Twitter, 
Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube can build stronger relationships between people and local 
government. The City of Grand Haven currently has a Facebook page in which it posts information 
about public meetings, public safety notices and photographs. The City will continue to explore 
additional communication technologies as a mode to disseminate information to residents and visitors. 

T r a n s i t 
Developing effective public transit options is a necessary tool for attracting and retaining residents, 
workers, and businesses. Research shows that people across the nation are choosing to reside in 
communities that offer various transportation options, have easy access to the places they live, work, 
and play, and provide opportunities to travel without having to rely on a car. As previously mentioned 
Grand Haven is a very walkable community, featuring an extensive system of sidewalks and pathways. 
In addition, 2014 saw the largest number of people use the Harbor Transit system in its history. City 
officials should continue to work with the Harbor Transit Board to discuss how to better serve this 
growing number of public transit riders and explore the potential and feasibility of a fixed-route 
system. 

E d u c a t i o n
Educational institutions play a central role in growing a knowledge-based economy and encouraging 
a more engaged citizenry. As anchor institutions, colleges and universities bring opportunities 
for entertainment, arts and culture, healthcare and recreation, and serve as engines of economic 
development. The City will continue to explore partnerships with community colleges and universities 
throughout Michigan to bring relevant trainings and courses to Grand Haven. 

The City should continue to embrace cultural 
events and programs within the City.
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Chapter 9. Planning for Coastal and Climate Trends

T h e  I m p o r t a n c e  o f  P l a n n i n g  i n  C o a s t a l  C o m m u n i t i e s 

It is no secret the Great Lakes are one of the most unique and precious environmental features in 
the world. In fact, “the Great Lakes basin contains more than 20% of the world’s surface freshwater 
supplies and supports a population of more than 30 million people.”1 Michigan is home to nearly 3,300 
miles of Great Lakes shoreline, with 36,000 miles of rivers and streams, and 11,000 inland lakes.2

Yet in general, riparian land throughout Michigan is not adequately protected from development 
pressures.3 Coastal communities especially have an important role to play in protecting the Great 
Lakes. In 2001, the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality acknowledged “fragmentation 
of coastal habitats, loss of agricultural and forest lands, increased impervious surfaces and resulting 
stormwater runoff, and the increased development in coastal hazard areas, wetlands, and Great Lakes 
Islands, could be improved through better coastal land use planning.”4 

Planning for coastal areas at the local level requires knowledge of both local conditions and state and 
federal regulations. This chapter aims to address these challenges for the Grand Haven community and 
provide clear, well-founded recommendations for future land use planning. 

O v e r v i e w  o f  C o a s t a l  D y n a m i c s  a n d  t h e  G r e a t  L a k e s

The Great Lakes function differently than other inland water bodies and tidal oceans. Understanding 
these dynamics can help Grand Haven Township plan for naturally occurring changes along the 
shoreline.

C h a n g i n g  W a t e r  L e v e l s  o f  t h e  G r e a t  L a k e s
Great Lakes water level changes result not from the moon’s gravitational pull, but from cyclical 
changes in rainfall, evaporation, and river and groundwater inflows.5 These factors work together to 
raise and lower the water levels of the Great Lakes in small increments daily, and larger increments 
seasonally and over the course of years and decades. Long-term water levels fluctuate by multiple feet 
as shown in Figure 9.1. 

1 Mackey, S. D., 2012: Great Lakes Nearshore and Coastal Systems. In: U.S. National Climate Assessment Midwest Technical Input Report. J. 
Winkler, J. Andresen, J. Hatfield, D. Bidwell, and D. Brown, coordinators.
2 Ardizone, Katherina A. and Mark A. Wyckoff, FAICP. Filling the Gaps: Environmental Protection Options for Local Governments, 2nd Edition. 
2010.	
3 As cited by Norton 2007- Michigan Department of Environmental Quality. 2001. 309 Enhancement Grants Assessment/Strategy. Lansing, MI: 
DEQ Coastal Management Program.	
4 Ibid.
5 Norton, Richard K. , Meadows, Lorelle A. and Meadows, Guy A.(2011) ‘Drawing Lines in Law Books and on Sandy Beaches: Marking Ordinary 
High Water on Michigan’s Great Lakes Shorelines under the Public Trust Doctrine’, Coastal Management, 39: 2, 133 — 157, First published on: 
19 February 2011 (iFirst)	

Source: NOAA, 2011

FIGURE 9.1 Water Levels of The Great Lakes
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The Great Lakes are in a period of rising lake levels. Since the early 2000s, water levels have remained 
low, but historical patterns over the last century indicate higher water levels are sure to return.6 Lake 
Michigan’s water level in August of 2015 averaged 579.79 feet, which is equal to the water levels in fall 
of 1998.7

The changes in water levels are not solely responsible for the movement of the shoreline landward and 
lakeward over time. The velocity and height of waves, erosion of shorelines, and pace of changing water 
levels also contribute to coastal dynamics on the Great Lakes. 

W a v e  E n e r g y  a n d  H e i g h t 
The Great Lakes experience high energy waves and wave setup along the coastline. High energy waves 
are high in speed and strong in intensity and are primarily created as fast winds move across the 
surface of the water for extended distances.8 Wave setup is the height of the water as waves reach the 
shore. High wave setup results as regional storms create high winds on the Great Lakes.9 Powerful and 
tall waves can quicken the rate of erosion and damage structures near the shoreline.10

E r o s i o n 
The shorelines of Lake Michigan are mostly made of gravel and sands that easily erode during times 
of high energy waves.11 Coastal erosion can flood and damage infrastructure along bluffs and beaches. 
Erosion is caused mainly by storms and winds, not necessarily by rising lake levels.12

Q u i c k ly  C h a n g i n g  C o n d i t i o n s
The Great Lakes are contained in gradually shifting and tilting basins. This tilting results as the Earth 
slowly decompresses and rebounds from the immense weight of the glaciers that created the Great 
Lakes.13 This shifting causes water levels to change more quickly in some places than others, because 
the shape of the water basin varies along the coast.14 This attribute of the Great Lakes makes it difficult 
to predict the pace of shoreline movement. Therefore, it is safest to plan for great variability and 
rapid change in water levels.15 Figure B.2 shows the movement of the shoreline in the Grand Haven 
community.

6 Meadows, Guy A., and Meadows, Lorelle A., Wood, W.L., Hubertz, J.M., Perlin, M. “The Relationship between Great Lakes Water Levels, Wave 
Energies, and Shoreline Damage.” Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society Series 78: 4. (1997): 675-683. Print.	
7 http://www.glerl.noaa.gov/data/dashboard/GLWLD.html	
8 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. “Coastal Currents.” Ocean Service Education. NOAA, 25 March 2008. Web. Accessed July 
2015. 
9 Norton, Richard K. , Meadows, Lorelle A. and Meadows, Guy A.(2011) ‘Drawing Lines in Law Books and on Sandy Beaches: Marking Ordinary 
High Water on Michigan’s Great Lakes Shorelines under the Public Trust Doctrine’, Coastal Management, 39: 2, 133 — 157, First published on: 
19 February 2011 (iFirst)	
10 Ibid.	
11 Ibid.	
12 Meadows, Guy A., and Meadows, Lorelle A., Wood, W.L., Hubertz, J.M., Perlin, M. “The Relationship between Great Lakes Water Levels, Wave 
Energies, and Shoreline Damage.” Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society Series 78: 4. (1997): 675-683. Print.	
13 Dorr, J. A., and D. F. Eschman. 1970. Geology of the Great Lakes. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.	
14 Wilcox, D.A, Thompson, T.A., Booth, R.K., and Nicholas, J.R., 2007, Lake-level variability and water availability in the Great Lakes: U.S. Geologi-
cal Survey Circular 1311, 25 p	
15 Ibid.	
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Source: Google Earth Pro, 2015 Imagery

FIGURE 9.2 Movement of the shoreline in Grand Haven, 2015 Photo
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C l i m a t e  C h a n g e  a n d  t h e  G r e a t  L a k e s

Powerful waves, erosion, and changing shorelines on the Great Lakes have been well-documented 
throughout history, and each has implications for planning efforts along the coast. Climate change, 
however, augments these natural processes, and requires preemptive planning in coastal communities. 
This section will discuss climatologist predictions of increased precipitation and storminess in the 
Great Lakes region, variable lake water levels, and rising water temperature. First, it is important to 
understand the global context of climate disruption.

g l o b a l  c h a n g e s  i n  c l i m a t e
Climate and weather are directly related, but not the same thing. Weather refers to the day-to-day 
conditions in a particular place, like sunny or rainy, hot or cold. Climate refers to the long-term 
patterns of weather over large areas. When scientists speak of global climate change, they are referring 
to changes in the generalized, regional patterns of weather over months, years and decades. Climate 
change is the ongoing change in a region’s general weather characteristics or averages. In the long 
term, a changing climate will have more substantial effects on the Great Lakes than individual weather 
events.

Evidence collected over the last century shows a trend toward warmer global temperatures, higher sea 
levels, and less snow cover in the Northern Hemisphere (see Figure B.3). Scientists from many fields 
have observed and documented significant changes in the Earth’s climate.16 Warming of the climate 
system is unequivocal and is now expressed in higher air and ocean temperatures, rising sea levels, and 
melting ice.17

To help predict what the climate will be in the future, scientists use computer models of the Earth to 
predict large-scale changes in climate. These General Circulation Models (GCM) have been improved 
and verified in recent years, resulting in relatively reliable predictions for climate changes over large 
regions.18 Scientists downscale these techniques to predict climate change for smaller regions.

C l i m a t e  C h a n g e  o n  t h e  G r e a t  L a k e s 
The Great Lakes Integrated Sciences + Assessments Center (GLISA) is a consortium of scientists and 
educators from the University of Michigan and Michigan State University that provides climate models 
for the Great Lakes Region in support of community planning efforts like this Master Plan. According to 
GLISA, the Great Lakes region experienced a 2.3 degree Fahrenheit increase in average air temperatures 
from 1900 to 2012.19 An additional increase of 1.8 to 5.4° F in average air temperatures is projected 
by 2050. Although these numbers appear relatively small, they are driving very dramatic changes in 
Michigan’s climate and greatly impact the Great Lakes.20 

16 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2007). Observed changes in climate and their effects. Web. Accessed July 2015. 
17 Ibid.
18 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2013). What is a GCM? Web. Accessed July 2015. 
19 Great Lakes Integrated Sciences and Assessments (2015). Temperature. Web. Accessed July 2015. 
20 Ibid.	

Source: International Panel on Climate Change, https://www.

ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/ar4/syr/en/mains1.html

FIGURE 9.3 Changes in Temperature, Sea 
Level, and Snow cover
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The National Climate Assessment for 2009 included a number of illustrations to help us understand 
the extent and character of anticipated climate change impacts.21 One of these illustrations, Figure 9.4, 
shows Michigan under several emissions scenarios, each leading to changes in Michigan’s climate. Just 
by maintaining current emission levels, Michigan’s climate will feel more like present-day Arkansas or 
Oklahoma by the end of the century.22 

I n c r e a s e d  P r e c i p i t a t i o n  a n d  S t o r m i n e s s
There is strong consensus among climate experts that storms, greater in number and intensity, will 
occur in the Great Lakes region.23 This is already happening as “the amount of precipitation falling 
in the heaviest 1% of storms increased by 37% in the Midwest and 71% in the Northeast from 1958 to 
2012.”24 As storms drop more precipitation and generate stronger sustained winds, the Great Lakes will 
see stronger and higher waves.25 In addition to direct damage caused by storms, sustained increases in 
the number of storms and their intensity can both directly and indirectly pollute waters by overloading 
sewage and stormwater capabilities.26 Increases in the intensity of storms also quickens the pace of 
erosion on Great Lakes shorelines. In fact, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) projects 
approximately 28% of structures within 500 feet of a Great Lakes shoreline are susceptible to erosion by 
2060.27

V a r i a b i l i t y  o f  L a k e  W a t e r  L e v e l s
The natural ups and downs in the water levels of Lake Michigan will continue regardless of the impacts 
of climate change.28 However, climate change is likely to augment this natural process resulting in 
more variable water levels as warmer air temperatures result in fewer days of ice cover and faster 
evaporation.29 In other words, lake levels will rise and fall faster and with less predictability than in the 
past. Fortunately, much of Michigan’s coastal infrastructure was built in previous decades during times 
of high water levels.30 However, fast rising waters can erode shorelines, damage infrastructure, and 
cause extensive flooding in inland rivers.31 When lake levels fall, access to infrastructure like docks may 
be restricted and navigation hazards in shallow waters may be exposed. Low lake levels pose a threat to 
coastal vegetation and can reduce the pumping efficiency of drinking water intake pipes.32 Additional 

21 U.S. Global Change Research Program. Global Climate Change in the United States, 2009. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
MA.	
22 Ibid.	
23 Ibid.	
24 Mackey, S. D., 2012: Great Lakes Nearshore and Coastal Systems. In: U.S. National Climate Assessment Midwest Technical Input Report. J. 
Winkler, J. Andresen, J. Hatfield, D. Bidwell, and D. Brown, coordinators. 
25 Great Lakes Integrated Sciences and Assessments. Climate Change in the Great Lakes Region. GLISA, 2014. Web. Accessed July 2015. 
26 Cruce, T., & Yurkovich, E. (2011). Adapting to climate change: A planning guide for state coastal managers–a Great Lakes supplement. Silver 
Spring, MD: NOAA Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management.	
27 The Heinz Center. (2000). Evaluation of Erosion Hazards. Web. Accessed July 2015. 	
28 Dinse, Keely. Preparing for Extremes: The Dynamic Great Lakes. Michigan Sea Grant. Web. Accessed July 2015. 
29 Cruce, T., & Yurkovich, E. (2011). Adapting to climate change: A planning guide for state coastal managers–a Great Lakes supplement. Silver 
Spring, MD: NOAA Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management.	
30 Dinse, Keely. Preparing for Extremes: The Dynamic Great Lakes. Michigan Sea Grant. Web. Accessed July 2015. 
31 Ibid.	
32 Ibid. 	

FIGURE 9.4

Source: National Climate Assessment, 2009
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ramifications of changing lake levels include a drop in water supply,33 restricted fish habitats,34 more 
invasive species,35 faster erosion, and an overall decline in beach health.36 Climate change is likely to 
augment the natural highs and lows of lake levels, causing more variability and a faster rate of change, 
making each of these potential ramifications both more likely and less predictable. 

W a t e r  T e m p e r a t u r e
Climatologists predict there will be fewer days below freezing in Michigan and other Great Lakes states. 
As temperatures remain warm for a greater part of the year, the winter season will shorten and the 
lake ice cover that accompanies winter weather will decline. Lake ice cover allows heat radiation to be 
reflected, and when it declines, the surface water temperature will increase as more heat is absorbed 
by the water. The ice coverage on the Great Lakes and Lake St. Claire declined by 71% from 1973 to 2010, 
and ice covers the lake for an average of 15 fewer days each year.37

The associated impacts of rising water temperature include changes to where fish and other aquatic 
animals can live, increased vulnerability to invasive species, and increased risk of algae blooms.38 
Rising water temperature also enables winds to travel faster across the surface of the lake, increasing 
the vulnerability of coastal communities to damaging waves as storms and winds increase.39 Lastly, ice 
cover protects the shoreline during winter storms. With less ice cover, the shoreline is more susceptible 
to erosion and habitat disruption.

U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i c h i g a n  R e s e a r c h  S t u d y

As part of this master planning process, the University of Michigan has analyzed shoreline ecosystem 
and physical dynamics to help Grand Haven manage its shoreline. A brief summary of the team’s 
framework, results, and recommendations are presented in this chapter. 

O v e r v i e w  o f  R e s e a r c h  F r a m e w o r k
The Research Framework of this study uses scenario planning to assess environmental and land use 
conditions under different management options and Climate Futures. Scenario planning, in general, 
identifies driving forces to inform a range of scenarios that are then analyzed and evaluated. In this 
context, the project team identified two driving forces: (1) rising levels of flood waters and (2) local 
government management options. These forces informed the creation of multiple Climate Futures each 
of which are managed differently. Each Climate Future was tested against each management option and 
evaluated for impacts on the environment and land use in the community. 
33 Cruce, T., & Yurkovich, E. (2011). Adapting to climate change: A planning guide for state coastal managers–a Great Lakes supplement. Silver 
Spring, MD: NOAA Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management.	
34 Ibid.	
35 Ibid.	
36 Dinse, Keely. Preparing for Extremes: The Dynamic Great Lakes. Michigan Sea Grant. Web. Accessed July 2015. 	
37 Austin, J. A., & Colman, S. M. (2007). Oceans- L06604 - Lake Superior summer water temperatures are increasing more rapidly than regional 
air temperatures: A positive ice-albedo feedback (DOI 10.1029/2006GL029021). Geophysical Research Letters, 34, 6.).	
38 Dinse, Keely. Preparing for Extremes: The Dynamic Great Lakes. Michigan Sea Grant. Web. Accessed July 2015. 
39 Cruce, T., & Yurkovich, E. (2011). Adapting to climate change: A planning guide for state coastal managers–a Great Lakes supplement. Silver 
Spring, MD: NOAA Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management.	
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Table 9.1 Research Framework
Lucky     

Climate Future
Expected 

Climate Future
Perfect Storm 
Climate Future

Current Structures and Infrastructure
Build-Out According to Current Zoning
Build-Out According to Current Master Plan 
Build-Out According to Best Management Practices

This framework is presented visually in Table 9.1.

C l i m a t e  F u t u r e  d e f i n i t i o n s

•	“Lucky” Future – Under the Lucky Climate Future, Great Lakes water levels will continue to stay 
relatively low. Although there will be wave and wind action, major storm events and wave impacts 
will not encroach on properties landward of current beaches. 

•	“Expected” Future – Under the Expected Climate Future, Great Lakes water levels will continue 
to fluctuate according to long-term decadal patterns, including recent extreme storm events 
incorporated into FEMA’s ongoing Great Lakes Coastal Flood Study. There will be periods of high 
water levels similar to the long-term highs recorded in 1986, with Great Lakes still-water elevation 
closer to that of long-term average (580 feet). There will also be more frequent large storm events 
than in the past. 

•	“Perfect Storm” Future – Under the Perfect Storm Climate Future, Great Lakes water levels will 
continue to fluctuate according to decadal patterns, consistent with assumptions made for 
the Expected future. However, still-water elevation will be higher than the long-term average 
and closer to the long-term high (583 feet). The Perfect Storm Climate Future also accounts for 
flooding from rivers. 

M a n a g e m e n t  O p t i o n s
1.	 Current Practices

	 Under this option, the Grand Haven Community will continue to manage land in the same 	
	 manner it currently employs, in accordance with adopted plans, zoning ordinances, and 	
	 relevant local ordinances.
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2.	 Build-out According to Current Zoning

	 Under this option, the community will undergo a full build-out of residential development 	
	 according to its existing zoning code. Additional homes are built in areas at the base flood 	
	 elevation and are at risk for flooding. This is not an exact picture of the development capacity 	
	 in the community; rather, this work equates to an estimate of where development may possibly 	
	 occur under the current zoning, with additional land set aside for open space, driveways, 	
	 streets, and yards. 

3.	 Build-out According to Master Plan

	 Under this option, the community will achieve a full build-out in accordance with guidelines 	
	 set forth in its master plan. This experimental option was intended to capture measurable 	
	 differences between a master plan and a zoning ordinance, which could help local jurisdictions 	
	 identify opportunities to improve both documents.

4.	 Build-out According to Best Management Practices (BMPs)

	 Under this option, the Grand Haven community will adopt and implement Best Management 	
	 Practices to preserve natural resources and protect private property. 

Each Climate Future was tested against each management option for its impact on the land use and 
environmental conditions in the Grand Haven community. The experimental “Build-out According 
to Master Plan” management option served as a useful conceptual aid during the planning process, 
but it did not yield enough measurable data to be effectively modeled. Therefore, only the results of 
the “Current Practices,” “Build-out According to Current Zoning,” and “Build-out According to Best 
Management Practices” management options are discussed in this chapter.

s c e n a r i o  p l a n n i n g  t o  a s s e s s  l a n d  u s e  a n d  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  c o n d i t i o n s

Each management option can be analyzed in each of the three Climate Futures. This creates an array 
of scenarios the City could reasonably encounter in the foreseeable future regarding flooding and 
local government management options. Each scenario has a different impact on the land use and 
environmental conditions in the City of Grand Haven. The remainder of this chapter presents the 
results of the modeling, derived by pairing each management option with each Climate Future. Land 
use impacts include the acreage, parcels, structures, and critical facilities that would be impacted under 
different Climate Futures for each management option. Environmental conditions include the acreage 
of wetlands, tree canopy, impervious surface, Critical Dune Areas, and High Risk Erosion Areas impacted 
in each Climate Future for each management option.
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Lucky Expected Perfect Storm

City of Grand Haven 336 565 606

Table 9.2 Total Land Acres impacted by flooding

L a n d  U s e  R e s u lt s

T o t a l  A c r e s
The total acres of land impacted by flooding increases from the Lucky Climate Future to the Perfect 
Storm Climate Future. The number of acres impacted increases the most between the Lucky and 
Expected forecast (68%). Between the Expected and Perfect Storm, the total acres impacted increases 
by about 7%. Table 9.2 shows the total acres of land impacted under each future flood forecast in the 
City of Grand Haven.

P a r c e l s
As Table 9.3 shows, between 667 and 985 parcels are impacted depending on the severity of the climate 
future in the City of Grand Haven. 

In the Lucky climate future, about 30% of the parcels impacted are zoned Waterfront. An additional 
23% (154 parcels) are ‘other’, which are largely unclassified under current zoning. An additional 17% 
(112 parcels) are zoned for planned development. About 12% (77 parcels) of the parcels impacted in the 
lucky climate future are in some type of residential zone.

In the Expected climate future, the number of residential parcels impacted increased by 122%, to a 
total of 171 parcels. A greater number of parcels zoned as Waterfront, North Shore, and parcels that are 
publicly owned are impacted.

In the Perfect Storm climate future, 985 parcels are impacted. Only about 21% (236 parcels) are zoned 
waterfront. A greater mix of industrial, residential, North Shore, and Old Town parcels are impacted. 

In general, as the future climate causes more severe flooding, greater numbers of residential and 
industrial parcels may be impacted. While waterfront parcels are likely zoned to anticipate some 
measure of flooding, as flooding increases, a greater mix of residential and industrial properties may be 
impacted. Commercial parcels seem to bear the least impact across all future climate forecasts.

S t r u c t u r e s
Between 78 and 497 structures may be impacted in the City depending on the severity of the climate 
and the management practices the City pursues. Table 9.4 summarizes the total number of structures 
impacted under the climate futures and management options.
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In the Lucky climate future, if no Best Management Practices are implemented and the City achieves a 
full build-out, 228 structures could be built in areas subject to inundation. This number reduces to just 
80 properties, 78 of which are currently built, if the City implements Best Management Practices. 

In the Expected climate future, 287 properties could be impacted if Best Management Practices 
are implemented for future development. If no Best Management Practices are implemented, 441 
structures could be subject to inundation.

In the Perfect Storm climate future, 305 properties could be impacted if Best Management Practices 
are implemented for future development. If no Best Management Practices are implemented, 497 
structures could be subject to inundation.

In general, as the future climate causes more severe flooding, implementing Best Management 
Practices prove to be reduce the number of structures damaged by about 60% as the community grows.

C r i t i c a l  F a c i l i t i e s
There were no critical facilities impacted under any future climate forecast. Again, the critical facilities 
analyzed included the current locations of police and fire stations, schools, places of worship, utilities, 
public facilities, and water treatment plants.

Table 9.3 Total Parcels Impacted by Zone
Lucky Expected Perfect Storm

Planned Development 112 112 182
Old Town 24 24 33

Waterfront 197 201 211
Waterfront 2 0 25 25

North Shore 4 99 99
Commercial 2 2 2

Traditional Industrial 60 60 61
Industrial 37 37 40

Moderate Density Residential 46 46 51
Multiple Family Residential 31 53 53

Dune Residential 0 72 72
Publicly Owned Impacted (118 total) 0 27 40

Other 154 156 156
Total Parcels Impacted 667 887 985
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E n v i r o n m e n t a l  R e s u lt s

W e t l a n d s
Wetlands are an important tool for community resilience, particularly for benefits related to flood 
control and water quality. GIS was used to compare existing wetlands to areas of potential wetland 
restoration in each Climate Future to give the City a broader picture of areas that could best provide 
the flood-control benefits of wetlands. Additionally, unprotected wetlands (i.e., under 5 acres in size) 
were counted using GIS. It is important that this analysis is an overall, generalizable study useful to 
compare one scenario to another. It should not be used to identify individual wetlands or areas of 
private property suitable to wetland restoration.

Table 9.5 shows the number of acres of wetlands impacted by flooding in each Climate Future. Table 
9.5 shows the inundation of existing wetlands is relatively stable across the Climate Futures. There are 
nearly 500 acres of existing wetlands impacted by all three Climate Futures. These wetlands provide 
some flood protection by absorbing flood water. While this study does not quantify the benefit of 
the existing wetlands to the City, studies have shown one acre of coastal wetlands can hold up to one 
million gallons of water. 

Over 90% of the City’s existing wetlands are likely to received flood waters in the Lucky Climate Future.
Potential wetlands are areas with hydric soils, are not currently developed, and have been identified by 
the National Wetland Inventory as potential wetland restoration areas. Table 9.5 shows there is some 
opportunity to increase wetlands in each flood zone – an increase of about 17% to 21% depending on 
the Climate Future. 

Wetlands that are under 5 acres in size are considered unprotected, as they are not currently 
regulated by any local or state process. In aggregate, small wetlands can still have a large effect on the 
ecosystem’s flood control. Table 9.5 shows the City has about 40 acres of unprotected wetlands in areas 
likely to flood in each Climate Future. Over 60% of the City’s unprotected wetlands are in areas likely to 
flood under each Climate Future. 

Table 9.4 Number of Structures Impacted by flooding

Lucky Expected
Perfect
Storm

78 239 256
150 202 241

Current Infrastructure and Development
Build-out According to Current Zoning 
Ordinance (Additional Structures Impacted)

Build-out According to Best Management 
Practices (Additional Structures Impacted)

2 48 49
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W e t l a n d s  a t  R i s k 
It is difficult to estimate the impacts of future development on existing and potential wetlands, given 
the site-specific permitting process currently in place. That is, it is impossible to predict how many land 
owners may apply to develop a wetland area, or how many of those applications may be approved or 
denied. However, the project team was able to demonstrate the impact future development may have 
on wetlands by visually showing the wetlands on or near properties with room for development under 
current zoning. Many existing wetlands in the City are near areas open to development. 

T R E E  C A N O P Y
Trees help absorb some inundation during times of flooding. In addition to flood mitigation, tree 
canopies reduce heat by providing shade and wildlife habitat, improving air quality, and adding 
aesthetic value.

The purpose of this tree canopy analysis is to roughly estimate the area within public properties and 
road right of ways that might be forested to better mitigate increased flooding and its associated 
impacts. It may lay a groundwork for future research into areas that could be strategically reforested to 
help reduce flood risk. Table 9.6 shows the acres of existing and potential tree canopy in each Climate 
Future.

This tree canopy analysis shows the potential for increased tree canopy on public properties and road 
right of ways (i.e., not including private property) in each flood zone. In general, the City has many 
areas where tree plantings could be a strategy to reduce flooding in the City. In the Perfect Storm 
Climate Future, the City could increase its tree canopy by nearly 30 acres. 

I m p e r v i o u s  S u r f a c e s  i n  a r e a s  l i k e ly  t o  f l o o d
Impervious surfaces have a well-understood negative impact in a flood event. The increased runoff 

Table 9.5 wetlands summary

Lucky Expected
Perfect 
Storm

Existing Wetlands (Acreage) 491 492 496
%, out of total existing wetlands 87.50% 87.70% 88.40%
Potential Wetlands (Acreage) 127 127 150
%, out of total potential wetlands 17.40% 17.40% 20.50%
Unprotected Wetlands (Acreage) 42 44 45
%, out of total unprotected wetlands 64.60% 67.70% 69.20%
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can exacerbate the risk of structural damage and reduce regional water quality. This is an especially 
important variable to consider in a flood zone. Impervious surface includes building footprints as well 
as sidewalks, driveways, and roads.

The purpose of this analysis is to roughly estimate the percentage of each flood zone that is currently 
impervious. These numbers only reflect current conditions and can be seen as conservative in light of 
inevitable future growth.

The City of Grand Haven has 1,144 acres of impervious surface, about 28% of its total land area. Table 
9.7 shows that each climate future’s flood area is around 10% paved. Studies recommend that the 
percentage of impervious surface in any general area be below 10% to remain protected from harmful 
amounts of runoff.40 This analysis suggests that any increases in the amount of impervious surface 
should be carefully considered, and the City should take steps to reduce the amount of impervious 
surface, especially in the Climate Future flood areas. 

C R I T I C A L  D U N E  A r e a s  i m p a c t e d  b y  f l o o d i n g

Critical Dune Areas are important assets for the Grand Haven community and, due to their soil 
composition, may be especially vulnerable to damage from flooding. Our intent is to provide some base 
of analysis for the future health of Critical Dunes, especially as development on Critical Dunes is likely 
to increase due to weakened regulations noted earlier. 

While it is impossible to predict the number and scope of development permits that may be granted in 
the future, we were able to provide some insight into parcels that may be developed in or near Critical 
Dune Areas. 

40 Flinker, AICP (2010). The Need to Reduce Impervious Cover to Protect Water Quality. Web. Accessed July 2015.

Table 9.6 Tree Canopy analysis

Lucky Expected
Perfect
Storm

184.8 219.15 235.2
27.9 32.3 37.1

Existing Acres
Potential Acres
% of Potential Increase 15.10% 14.70% 15.80%

Table 9.7 Summary of Impervious Surface

Lucky Expected
Perfect 
Storm

Impervious (Acres) 34 60 71
% of Climate Future Impervious 10% 11% 12%
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Table 9.8 shows that relatively few acres of Critical Dune Area would be impacted by flooding in the 
Lucky Climate Future. Around one-third of the City’s Critical Dunes are impacted under the Expected 
and Perfect Storm Climate Futures. While this analysis does not investigate how dune land behaves 
during flooding, the proportion of dune land in each flood zone is useful information for planning 
future development in the City. 

Perhaps more importantly, the potential for development in and near Critical Dune Areas is very 
high. It is clear the Grand Haven community has intense build-out potential in areas designated as 
Critical Dunes. The City should consider methods, as recommended in the next section, to restrict this 
potential for development. Still, great potential for development is clustered in or near Critical Dune 
Areas, suggesting the City should consider new methods, beyond what is modeled here, to address this 
concern.

H i g h  R i s k  E r o s i o n  A r e a s  i m p a c t e d  b y  f l o o d i n g
The shoreline north of the Grand River is designated as a High Risk Erosion Area (HREA). As part of this 

study, we compared HREAs in the City with VE zones, the zones designated in the Great Lakes Coastal 
Flood Study as having strong, high velocity waves that could increase the pace of erosion. 

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

The analysis presented above modeled only several of many Best Management Practices. Yet, even 
these minimal interventions greatly reduced the land use and environmental assets at risk as the 
community and the climate continues to change. The goal of this exercise was to identify how the order 
of magnitude changes as flood risks rise. By implementing Best Management Practices, this analysis 
suggests that the land use and environmental risks can be largely addressed. 

Following is a list of Best Management Practices collected from other research throughout the state. 
This list is in no way comprehensive, and each recommendation needs further research to determine 
if it is appropriate in either community. These recommendations are listed separately from the goals, 
objectives, and actions discussed later in the plan. The City should use the results of this study to 
further develop recommendations.

Table 9.8 Acreage of Critical Dune Areas in Each Flood Zone

Lucky Expected
Perfect 
Storm

Critical Dune (Acres) 7 177 177

% of critical dune land 
in each climate future 

2% 31% 29%
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These recommendations are summarized around six key areas of focus:

•	Private Property

•	Public Health

•	Emergency Management

•	Public Infrastructure

•	Natural Resources and Ecosystem Services

•	Water Quality

P r o t e c t i n g  P r i v a t e  P r o p e r t y
a.	 Public acquisition of repetitive loss areas or areas identified as at risk for coastal flooding. 	
	 Develop these areas as parks, trails, or other community amenities that can withstand 		
	 temporary flooding and inundation.

b.	 Participate in the FEMA Community Rating System and set benchmarks to increase score.

c.	 Adopt a local wetland ordinance that protects smaller wetlands (less than 5 acres) to promote 	
	 wetland services in neighborhoods. 

d.	 Require that state and local wetland permits are obtained prior to a zoning amendment 	
	 approval. 

e.	 Enact deed restrictions stating the existence of an environmentally sensitive area on public 	
	 property. 

f.	 Encourage implementation of green infrastructure, through incentives, storm water utility fees 	
	 and storm water credit manuals.

g.	 In new developments, cluster development that allows structures to be sited in less vulnerable 	
	 coastal areas.

h.	 Adopt performance standards that minimize on-site soil and vegetative disruptions.

i.	 Transfer of Development Rights – to a receiving zone in an inland area away from coastal 	
	 hazards.

j.	 Purchase of Development Rights – Work with a land bank or conservation district to purchase 	
	 rights to development in areas at risk for coastal zone flooding.
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P r o t e c t i n g  P u b l i c  H e a lt h
k.	 Provide incentives for on-site stormwater treatment to reduce standing water.

l.	 Increase capacity of stormwater sewer system to handle heavier precipitation events.

E m e r g e n c y  M a n a g e m e n t
m.	 Regularly update the County Hazard Mitigation Plan to address coastal hazards and dynamic 	
	 coastal conditions.

n.	 Ensure at least one municipal staff employee is a certified floodplain manager.

o.	 Convene collaborative discussions regarding emergency management planning and long-term 	
	 adaptation strategies.

p.	 Implement and test emergency communications systems. 

q.	 Identify public locations with back-up power supplies. 

r.	 Require homes in areas prone to flooding and/or storm events to have back-up power supplies. 

s.	 Ensure all large institutions have an all hazards plan.

P r o t e c t i n g  P u b l i c  I n f r a s t r u c t u r e
t.	 Update design standards to build roads, culverts, and bridges in adherence with updated 	
	 precipitation tables.

u.	 Do not allow public infrastructure to be built in Special Flood Hazard Areas, VE zones, AE 	
	 zones, AO, or X zones.

v.	 Ensure critical facilities are sited outside the VE/AE zones. 

P r o t e c t i n g  N a t u r a l  R e s o u r c e s  a n d  M a x i m i z e  E c o s y s t e m  S e r v i c e s
w.	 Target wetland restoration 

x.	 Identify high priority public lands for wetland restoration and apply for EGLE grants to 		
	 fund restoration projects.

y.	 Conduct a community inventory of environmentally sensitive areas and create 50 ft. buffers 	
	 around all environmentally sensitive areas.

z.	 Require native vegetation on coastal properties, particularly near Critical Dune Areas and other 	
	 environmentally sensitive areas. 

aa.	 Zone for low intensity and low density around environmentally sensitive areas.

bb.	 Continue to use Sensitive Overlay District in zoning and future land use plans.
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P r o t e c t i n g  W a t e r  Q u a l i t y
cc.	 Require street vacuuming or street sweeping on a regular basis.

dd.	 Prioritize open space protection through the master plan process for areas that are contiguous, 		
	 provide flood protection, and provide storm water filtration. 

ee.	 The Master Plan should recognize the relationship between water quality and stormwater 		
	 management.

ff.	 Limit percentages of impervious surfaces in new developments (no more than 10%).

gg.	 Adopt lakeshore setbacks to regulate tree cutting, mowing, and fertilizer use. 

hh.	 Regulate key hole development (large developments with narrow frontage on the water).

C o n c l u s i o n  a n d  N e x t  S t e p s

Overall, this project outlines a clear way for the Grand Haven community to identify areas at risk of 
flooding. It includes a strategy for reasonably assessing build-out potential in relation to flood risk, 
and evaluates how that risk levels lower when each jurisdiction adopts several Best Management 
Practices as ordinances. These carefully adopted Best Management Practices can make the community 
more resilient to flood risk in terms of land use (structures, roads, and critical facilities impacted) and 
environmental assets (wetlands, trees, pervious surface). This analysis suggests that the Grand Haven 
community should conduct further research and choose Best Management Practices that best fit the 
community’s unique needs. To that end, this report includes a library of Best Management Practices 
that could be adopted in this and future master plans, zoning ordinances, and other ordinances. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

The effects of climate change have been felt by everyone. With planning and preparation, communities 
can weather the storms and recover, becoming even better places to live and thrive. Through 
community-wide planning, resilient cities and townships actively cultivate their abilities to recover 
from adverse situations and events, working to strengthen and diversify their local economies and 
communication networks, increase social capital and civic engagement, enhance ecosystem services, 
improve human health and social systems, and build local adaptive capacity.

B u i l d i n g  C o m m u n i t y  R e s i l i e n c e 

According to the Rand Corporation, community resilience is a measure of the sustained ability of 
a community to utilize available resources to respond, withstand, and/or recover from adverse 
situations.1 The Rockefeller Foundation emphasizes equity as an important component of resilience, 
stating that community resilience is the capacity for people – particularly the poor and vulnerable 
– to survive and thrive no matter what stresses or shocks they encounter.2 Communities that are 
resilient are able to learn from adversity and adapt quickly to change. In general, the most important 
characteristics of community resilience are: (1) strong and meaningful social connections, (2) social 
and economic diversity, (3) innovation and creative problem solving capacity, and (4) extensive use of 
ecosystem services.3 The Rockefeller Foundation has identified 12 indicators that make for a resilient 
community. However, it is important to acknowledge that every community is unique and not all 
indicators or characteristics are needed to be “resilient”.

The Grand Haven planning process aimed to increase resilience by fostering civic engagement and 
improving communication and cooperation between cultural and service organizations. To improve 
economic resilience, communities can work to encourage and support local production of goods and 
supplies, increasing self-reliance and reducing the flow of funds out of the community. Programs to 
encourage local investing and entrepreneurship have been helpful in building both employment and 
production capacity. Local investments, consumption of locally produced products, and locally owned 
businesses all help to diversify the community’s economy, giving it greater resilience.

1	  The Rand Corporation. http://www.rand.org/multi/resilience-in-action/faqs.html 
2	  The Rockefeller Foundation: City Resilience Framework. April 2014. ARUP. https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/report/city-resil-
ience-framework/ 
3	  Walker and Salt. (2006) Resilience Thinking: Sustaining Ecosystems and People in a Changing World. Island Press, Washington. 

Chapter 10. Defining Vulnerability in the Grand Haven Community

A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  R o c k e f e l l e r 
F o u n d a t i o n ,  a  r e s i l i e n t  c o m m u n i t y 
o f t e n  h a s …

1.	 Minimal human vulnerability
2.	 Diverse livelihoods and employment
3.	 Adequate safeguards to 

human life and health
4.	 Collective identity and mutual support
5.	 Social stability and security
6.	 Availability of financial resources 

and contingency funds
7.	 Reduced physical exposure 

and vulnerability
8.	 Continuity of critical services
9.	 Reliable communications and mobility
10.	Effective leadership and management
11.	Empowered stakeholders
12.	 Integrated development planning
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The following is a community vulnerability assessment focused on Grand Haven Township and the 
City of Grand Haven. This assessment begins with an overview of regional climate trends and predicted 
societal impacts, then transitions to detailed assessments of the community’s vulnerabilities to 
extreme heat and flooding events. Although the assessment is concentrated on these two specific types 
of events, many of the considerations and societal impacts identified would be present under other 
stresses and shocks within the community. 

In completing the assessment, factors, such as demographics, environmental conditions, locations of 
critical facilities and essential services, and the built environment are considered. This assessment 
informs recommendations in both community’s master plan for reducing the identified vulnerabilities 
through policies, programs, and projects, which will inevitably lead to a more resilient community.

C l i m a t e  V a r i a b i l i t y

Climate and weather are directly related, but not the same thing. Weather refers to the day-to-day 
conditions in a particular place: sun or rain, hot or cold. The term climate refers to the long-term 
weather patterns over regions or large geographic areas. When scientists speak of global climate 
change, they are referring to generalized, global patterns of weather over months, years and decades. 
To help predict what the climate will be in the future, scientists use three-dimensional computer 

models of the earth’s atmosphere, oceans and land surfaces to 
understand past trends and predict future changes. These General 
Circulation Models (GCM) have been improved and verified in recent 
years, resulting in relatively reliable predictions for climate changes 
over large regions. To help predict climate trends at the earth’s surface 
for smaller regions, scientists apply downscaling techniques.

As stated by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 
significant changes in the earth’s climate have been observed and 
thoroughly documented.4 Warming of the climate system is unequivocal 
and is now evident in average air and ocean temperatures, rising sea 
levels and the melting of ice. Figure 10.1 provides a summary of observed 
changes in land and ocean temperatures over the last 150 years.5 The 
bar-graph in Figure 10.2 presents observed changes in the amount of ice 
cover on the Great Lakes. Overall, there has been a 71% reduction in the 
extent of Great Lakes ice cover between 1973 and 2010, led by losses on 
Lake Ontario.6 The decrease in ice cover is another strong indicator of 
change. 

The Great Lakes Integrated Sciences Assessment (GLISA) is a consortium 
of scientists and educators from the University of Michigan and 

4	  International Panel on Climate Change 2014 Synthesis Report. 2014 http://www.ipcc.ch/
5	  NCDC/NEDIS/NOAA www.ncdc.noaa.gov
6	  Wang, J., X. Bai, H. Hu, A. Clites, M. Colton, and B. Lofgren. 2011. Temporal and spatial variability of Great Lakes Ice Cover, 1973-2010. Journal 
of Climate 25:1318-1329.

Downscaling climate data is a 
strategy for generating locally 
relevant data from global 
scale predictions. The result is 
regionally specific forecasts

FIGURE 10.1 Annual Global Temperatures, combined Land and Ocean
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Michigan State University that is funded by the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) to provide climate resources, 
including downscaled models, for communities across the Great 
Lakes Region. According to GLISA, the Great Lakes Region has already 
experienced a 2.3° F increase in average temperatures. An additional 
increase of 1.8 to 5.4° F in average temperatures is projected by 2050. 
Although these numbers are relatively small, they are driving very 
dramatic changes in Michigan’s climate. 

Based on the most recent models, the climate of Grand Haven, Michigan 
will continue to warm, with greater increases in temperature during 
the winter months and at night. There are a variety of weather impacts 
expected with this change in average temperatures. Some of the 
potential impacts of climate change in Grand Haven include: 

•	Storms are expected to become more frequent and more severe. 
•	Increases in winter and spring precipitation 
•	Less precipitation as snow and more as rain 
•	Less winter ice on lakes 
•	Extended growing season (earlier spring/later fall) 
•	Greater frequency and intensity of storms 
•	More flooding events with risks of erosion 
•	Increases in frequency and length of severe heat events 
•	Increased risk of drought, particularly in summer 

It is important to note that increased flooding and more intense drought are not mutually exclusive 
nor contradictory. In the Great Lakes region, scientists are predicting more intense rain events in the 
fall and winter and more intense droughts in the summer months. These changes in climate could have 
a number of both positive and negative effects on the Grand Haven Community. 

For example, an extended growing season could help support new crops and increase crop yields for 
area farmers. On the other hand, the highly variable weather conditions such as severe storms and 
flooding mixed with summer droughts present big challenges to farming.

Much of the U. S. has been warmer in recent years, and that affects which plants grow best in various 
regions. The Arbor Day Foundation completed an extensive updating of U.S. Hardiness Zones based 
upon data from 5,000 National Climatic Data Center cooperative stations across the continental United 
States. As is illustrated in Figure 10.3, zones in west Michigan are shifting northward. Zone 5 plants that 
previously thrived in Grand Haven, now do best in northern Michigan, while zone 6 plants that once 
thrived in states like Tennessee, now will grow well in Grand Haven. 

Source: http://nca2014.globalchange.gov/report/our-changing-climate/melting ice#-
graphic-16703

FIGURE 10.2 Ice Cover in the Great Lakes
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s e v e r e  W e a t h e r  E v e n t s  i n  t h e  G r a n d  H a v e n 
C o m m u n i t y

The following section summarizes a few of the 
major weather-related events in the Grand Haven 
community and west Michigan over the past century. 
Oftentimes, severe weather events result in negative 
impacts to the local economy and to vulnerable 
populations in the community.

P u b l i c  H e a lt h  a n d  C l i m a t e

Major health effects of long-term climatic change are 
predicted for the Midwest Region. Already, people in 
Michigan are experiencing higher rates of skin and 
eye damage from increased exposure to ultraviolet 
radiation, increased incidence of respiratory and 
cardiovascular diseases, and increased incidence of 
vector-borne and water-borne diseases.7 Weather 
conditions and high heat events exacerbate poor 
health conditions like allergies, asthma, and obesity.

The Michigan Department of Health and Human 
Services (MDHHS) published the Michigan Climate 
7	  National Research Council. Reconciling observations of global 
temperature change. Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 
2000:86.

Source: https://www.arborday.org/media/map_change.cfm

FIGURE 10.3
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and Health Adaptation Plan (2011). The Plan indicates there is an increase in the number of illnesses 
and deaths as a result of extreme heat events; declining air quality as a result of increased production 
of ozone and particulate matter from heat and drought events; and adverse changes to water quality 
and availability following severe weather events. In the long-term, health experts are most concerned 
with a rising incidence of infectious diseases and outbreaks of new diseases not currently endemic to 
Michigan, increasing numbers of disease vectors and appearance of new vectors not currently established 

“Future crop yields will be more strongly 
influenced by anomalous weather events than 
by changes in average temperature or annual 
precipitation. Cold injury due to a freeze event 
after plant budding can decimate fruit crop 
production, as happened in 2002, and again in 
2012, to Michigan’s $60 million tart cherry crop.” 

 
Third U.S. National Climate Assessment - 2014

FIGURE 10.4 Severe Weather events timeline

1904 
is one of the driest years 
on record for Ottawa 
County. That year only 
23.97 inches of rain fell 
in Grand Haven.

JULY 17-18, 1982
Record rain fall - 11.0 inches, 20 percent of 

the Holland area population was without 
power for an extended period of time. 

Resulted in property damages throughout 
west Michigan..

JULY 5, 1994 
Heavy rain resulted in the 
dumping of more than 4.2 
million gallons of untreated 
sewage into the Grand River 
at Grand Rapids.

APRIL 6, 1997 
An intense low pressure system 
with wind gust up to 70 miles 
per hour and wave heights of 
10 to 15 feet passed though Ot-
tawa County. Widespread wind 
damage and lake shore beach 
erosion was reported across 
the area.

JUNE 1-SEPTEMBER 21, 1996 
Ottawa County was granted a disaster 
declaration for drought by the U.S. 
Secretary of Agriculture, area farmers 
eligible for low interest federal loans

MAY 31, 1998  
Severe thunderstorms passed through 
west Michigan, producing winds up 
to 130 miles per hour. Hundreds of 
homes sustained significant property 
damage, 45 people were evacuated, 
and 31 people required emergency 
shelter.

JUNE 17, 2013 
Heat Emergency - offi-
cials opened the Grand 
Haven City Hall and the 
Grand Haven Commu-
nity Center to serve 
as emergency cooling 
centers. Temperatures 
reached the 90s and 
heat indices approached 
100
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APRIL, 2013 
Steady rain caused the 
Grand River to crest at 
21.85 feet, causing large 
amounts of debris and 
sediment to deposit on 
the community’s shoreline 
(as pictured to the right).
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in Michigan, and a degradation of food safety and security and food supply. For example, 
backlegged ticks are one disease vector that has increased in recent years. According to 
the MDHHS, the first official reported human case of Lyme disease was in 1985. Cases 
have now been reported in both the upper and lower peninsula and are increasing. It is 
anticipated that the number of cases reported will continue to increase due to public 
and medical personnel education, and expanding tick ranges. Figure 10.5 illustrates the 
distribution of the risk for Lyme disease in Michigan, which has increased in recent years.  

V u l n e r a b i l i t y  A s s e s s m e n t s

Communities interested in becoming more resilient assess their vulnerabilities and 
make action plans to reduce their sensitivities and exposures to hazards of all kinds. This 
Community Vulnerability Assessment has been compiled by the Land Information Access 
Association to provide a wide variety of useful information aimed at improving climate 
resilience by reducing human and community vulnerabilities. This Assessment supports 
the land use planning and community development process known as Resilient Michigan 
and focuses on the City of Grand Haven and Grand Haven Charter Township.

V u l n e r a b i l i t y  =  E x p o s u r e  +  S e n s i t i v i t y
A Vulnerability Assessment is designed to identify and help prioritize adaptation 
strategies in the community planning process. A model that defines ‘vulnerability’ as 
‘exposure plus sensitivity’ is used to complete the assessment.8 Exposure refers to hazards 
in the natural or built environment, while sensitivity refers to the degree to which a 
community or certain segments of a community could be impacted by an event. This 
concept has been used recently in a variety of studies such as equity and adaptation 
assessments conducted by the NAACP9, vulnerability and its relationship to adaptation10, 

and hazard-specific vulnerability assessments aimed at measuring exposure, sensitivity, and resilience.11

By assessing the potential for exposure to a hazard and the sensitivities of specific populations, maps 
are generated that identify the community’s areas with relatively greater vulnerability. This tool 
provides direction for community planners and public health workers in reducing risks to human 
health in the future by knowing where the areas of vulnerability lie and why the vulnerability exists. 

8	  Foundations for Community Climate Action: Defining Climate Change Vulnerability in Detroit. University of Michigan. Decem-
ber 2012.
9	  Equity in Building Resilience in Adaptation Planning. National Association for the Advancement of Colored people (NAACP)
10	 Adger, W. N. (2006). “Vulnerability.” Global Environmental Change 16 (3): 268-281. Adger, W. N., N. Arnell, and E. Tompkins 
(2005). “Adapting to climate change-perspectives across scales.” Global Environmental Change 15(2):77-86.
11	 Polsky, C., R. Neff, and B. Yarnal (2007). “Building comparable global change vulnerability assessments: the vulnerability scop-
ing diagram.” Global Environmental Change 17(3-4): 472-485.

Exposure refers to hazards in 
the natural or built environment 
while sensitivity refers to the 
degree to which a community or 
certain segments of a community 
could be impacted by an event.

FIGURE 10.5 Michigan Lyme Disease Risk Map in 2014

Source: MDCH 2014, Disease and Special Projects Section
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For the purposes of this tool, based on the greatest risks in Michigan and most likely predicted climate 
changes, the vulnerability assessments were limited to extreme heat waves and flooding. However, 
climate change is predicted to result in increases of other exposures that should also be considered in 
community planning and development (e.g., high winds, tornadoes). 

Our assessments were based in part on data obtained from the American Community Survey, a 
continuing survey program operated by the U.S. Census Bureau. This data includes information on 
housing, income, and education characteristics of the population in geographic areas called block 
groups, containing between 600 and 3,000 individuals. Data from the 2010 Census was also used, 
including population age and racial composition collected by at the Census block level, which are the 
smallest available geographic areas for demographic data. Data sets concerning parcel characteristics 
were obtained from Ottawa County, the City of Grand Haven, and Grand Haven Charter Township. 
Building footprint data was obtained from Ottawa County and tree canopy cover was digitized using an 
orthophotograph from 2009.12 

H e a t  V u l n e r a b i l i t y

Community vulnerability to heat events varies spatially, on local, regional, and national scales. In 
Michigan communities there are varying degrees of vulnerability to heat based on proximity to the 
Great Lakes, access to air conditioning, and surrounding environmental factors like tree canopy and 
impervious surfaces.

Studies have shown that heat-related mortality generally occurs in areas of the community that 
are warmer, less stable, and are home to more disadvantaged populations.13 One study found that 
neighborhoods with the highest temperatures and the least amount of open space and vegetation were 
also likely to be the most socioeconomically disadvantaged. 14 The same study also found the strongest 
protective factor for residents was access to air conditioning in the home and in other places, as well as 
having access to transportation.

A 2012 literature review conducted by researchers at the University of Michigan indicates that children 
under five and persons over age 65 are highly sensitive to heat events, as are persons living in lower-
income census tracts and minority populations. Living alone, being confined to bed, having a mental 
illness, not leaving home daily, living on higher floors of multistory buildings, and suffering from 
alcoholism are additional factors that are associated with increased risk of heat-related mortality. 

Many Michigan communities are rural and suburban. There have been limited studies conducted on 
how heat events impact rural and suburban communities, but one study notes that rural populations 
may exhibit patterns of vulnerability different from those of urban populations.15 
12	 USDA and NRCS Geospatial Data Gateway
13	 Foundations for Community Climate Action: Defining Climate Change Vulnerability in Detroit. University of Michigan. Decem-
ber 2012
14	 Semenza JC, Rubin CH, Falter KH, et al. Heat-related deaths during the July 1995 heat wave in Chicago. N Engl J Med 1996; 
335:84–90.
15	 Mapping Community Determinants of Heat Vulnerability. Environ Health Perspectives 117:1730–1736 (2009). doi:10.1289/ehp.0900683 
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H e a t  E x p o s u r e  v u l n e r a b i l i t y

When larger communities experience heat waves, air temperatures can vary significantly from place to 
place both during the day and at night. Some of these differences can be attributed to the varying types 
of land cover found throughout the community. For example, temperatures can be significantly lower 
at night in locations with a heavy tree canopy and very little pavement, versus locations with little 
greenery and lots of pavement. 

Impervious surfaces such as paved parking lots, roadways, and buildings absorb large amounts of heat 
from the air and from sunshine that is radiated back into the surroundings when temperatures begin to 
fall. At the same time, tree canopy and other vegetation tend to help cool an area through evaporation 
and transpiration of water, and by providing shade. In places with a high percentage of impervious 
surface and little tree canopy, the immediate surroundings can be much warmer. Urban areas typically 
have higher heat indexes (combinations of temperature and humidity) than surrounding suburban or 
rural areas. This condition has been termed the Urban Heat Island Effect.16 

People living in settings with a Urban Heat Island Effect suffer greater exposures to heat over longer 
periods of time (e.g., warmer nights), making them more vulnerable to health impacts. Studies of the 
Urban Heat Island Effect (whereby air temperatures in an urban area are 2–9° F, higher than in a nearby 
rural area) have shown that the albedo, or reflectivity, of an urban area is one of the most important 
determinants in reducing the magnitude of the heat island.17 Increasing the tree canopy cover can also 
reduce air temperature by 1–3° C. Green roofs, or plantings on roofs, may also decrease the Urban Heat 
Island Effect and decrease storm water runoff and building energy use. An added benefit that stems 
from increasing albedo and vegetation are positive impacts on reducing ground level ozone and energy 
costs associated with air conditioning use.18 

H e a v y  R a i n  a n d  F l o o d i n g

Climate scientists say the Grand Haven Community and west Michigan can expect more frequent 
storms of increasing severity in the decades ahead. The total amount of rainfall per year is also likely to 
increase. However, climate models suggest the precipitation will be more concentrated in the winter, 
spring and fall seasons and there will be more localized, intense storms at almost any time of year. The 
potential for substantially larger rain events raises concerns over the potential for harm to human 
health and damage to buildings and infrastructure. 

The following summarizes a Flooding Vulnerability Assessment conducted for the Grand Haven 
Community. In assessing vulnerability, community planners evaluate potential exposures as well 
as sensitivity to flooding. Buildings, roads, bridges, sewer lines and other infrastructure located 
available via http://dx.doi.org/ [Online 10 June 2009]
16	 Basu and Samet. (2002) Relation between Elevated Ambient Temperature and Mortality: A Review of the From the Department of Epidemiol-
ogy, Bloomberg School of Public Health, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD.
17	 Kolokotroni M, Giridharan R. Urban heat island intensity in London: An investigation of the impact of physical characteristics on changes in 
outdoor air temperature during summer. Solar Energy 2008;82(11):986–998.
18	 Akbari H. Shade trees reduce building energy use and CO2 emissions from power plants. Environmental Pollution 2002;116:S119–S126. 
[PubMed: 11833899]
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in a flood zone are exposed to greater risks. Where flowing floodwaters have the greatest energy, 
structures may be undercut, collapse or move, and soils will erode. Even areas outside of an identified 
floodplain are subject to flooding from heavy downpours. Where the soils have low permeability 
and physical drainage is inadequate, water will accumulate and cause ponding during large storm 
events. Appropriate planning and land-use regulations can help reduce exposures caused by poor 
site selection. The sensitivity of structures can be modified to reduce risk of damage by applying 
flood-resistant design standards. See Figure 10.7 for an overview of recommendations from FEMA for 
retrofitting homes to make them more resilient to flooding events. 

E x p o s u r e  t o  F l o o d i n g  H a z a r d s 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) develops Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) 
for many counties in the United States. According to FEMA, the FIRM is “the primary tool for state 
and local governments to mitigate the effects of flooding in their communities.” The National Flood 
Insurance Program was created in 1968 to reduce future damage and provide an insurance program 
that would help protect property owners from losses. The FIRM shows areas subject to flooding, based 
on historic, hydraulic and meteorological data as well as flood controls. The maps identify a base flood 
elevation (BFE), sometimes referred to as the 100-year flood zone. These are areas that have a 1% 
chance of flooding in any given year. The maps also identify the areas with a 0.2% chance of flooding 
in any given year, also known as the 500-year flood zone. FEMA points out these percentages are only 
probabilities, not forecasts. 

H o u s e h o l d  S e n s i t i v i t y  t o  F l o o d i n g

In many communities, flooding impacts are felt most significantly at the household level. A home’s 
flood risk is based on its relative location to floodplains and other flooding hazard areas. The 
household flood sensitivity refers to how well the house structure is equipped to deal with flooding. As 
modeled by the University of Michigan, household sensitivity to flooding can be determined by looking 
at the age of the housing stock and homeowners financial ability to maintain and improve the home, 
which is approximated using the median household income. In general, homes built before 1940 used a 
more porous concrete material for basement construction, so water can flow more rapidly through the 
foundation. Older homes may be more vulnerable if residents have not had the financial resources to 
make improvements and upgrades. 

F l o o d i n g  V u l n e r a b i l i t y

By looking at the overlap of flooding exposure and housing sensitivity, the project team identified a 
number of Census blocks that are the most vulnerable in the community to flooding damage, based on 
available data. It is important to note that other factors contribute to flood risk. For example, mobile 
and manufactured homes are often particularly susceptible to flood damage because they generally 
lack a reinforced foundation. In addition, the municipal infrastructure plays an important role in 
protecting homes from flood damage. Communities with an aging storm sewer system or ones where 
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the storm sewer has not been fully disconnected from the sanitary sewer are more prone to damage 
from an overloaded system in the event of a severe rain event. 

O t h e r  C o n s i d e r a t i o n s  f o r  D e f i n i n g  C o m m u n i t y  V u l n e r a b i l i t y

Locations of key community assets are helpful to map to provide insight on how accessible they are 
to residents. It is also helpful to map locations of key infrastructure and assets that could be at risk, or 
would be most negatively impacted if they were impacted. 

C r i t i c a l  F a c i l i t i e s

In general usage, the term “critical facilities” is used to describe all man made structures or other 
improvements that, because of their function, size, service area, or uniqueness, have the potential to 
cause serious bodily harm, extensive property damage, or disruption of vital socioeconomic activities if 
they are destroyed, damaged, or if their functionality is impaired.19 

•	emergency response facilities (fire stations, police stations, rescue squads, and emergency operation 
centers); 

•	custodial facilities (hospitals, long-term care facilities, jails and other detention centers, and other 
health care facilities); 

•	schools;
•	emergency shelters;
•	utilities (water supply, wastewater treatment facilities, and power);
•	communications facilities;
•	other assets determined by the community to be of critical importance for the protection of the 
health and safety of the population; and

•	places where 300+ people congregate.

A c c e s s  a n d  D i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  S o c i a l  S e r v i c e s

Service centers and institutions (such as homeless shelters and churches) are important in delivering 
day-to-day support to residents. In the event of an emergency, such as an extreme heat event or 
flash flooding episode, service centers and institutions are especially important as a safe place 
where residents can go if they cannot return home. These locations include schools, places of 
worship, governmental buildings, hospitals and clinics, libraries, and other non-profit social service 
organizations. In Grand Haven, social services are concentrated in the downtown core and along major 
commercial corridors. 

Communities with high population densities, frequent extreme weather events, or both are likely to 
have designated services centers. In the event of extreme heat waves, designated community cooling 
centers may provide refuge for sensitive populations and those without access to air conditioning. In 

19	 Risk Management Series Design Guide for Improving Critical Facility Safety from Flooding and High Winds. FEMA 543 January 2007.
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the event of loss of power due to flooding or extreme storms, locations with a 
backup power source, such as a generator, are essential. 

A best management practice for a resilient community is to designate community 
service centers that are accessible, evenly distributed across the population, open 
24 hours, and well-known to residents.

F o o d  A v a i l a b i l i t y

Climate change is likely to significantly impact the availability and prices of food 
throughout the globe. A community can decrease its vulnerability to disruptions in 
food sources through a strong local food economy. Support for and reliance upon 
locally produced foods not only alleviates potential future challenges in the food 
market, but also helps foster another strong economic sector for the region. 

Just as cultivating local entrepreneurship makes a community stronger, the 
capacity of a community to produce and process its own food greatly increases 
resilience. Because of its ability to impact health, wealth, and quality of life, there 
is a national trend in support of the local food movement. Communities can leverage their existing 
assets, such as the local Farmer’s Market, community gardens, and an established agricultural base, 
to lay the foundation for additional local food-related jobs. Communities can take more creative 
approaches as well, such as allowing for agriculture on publicly owned and vacant lands in 
existing neighborhoods and parklands. To evaluate community vulnerabilities, locations of full 
service grocery stores in relation to where people live are mapped. In the event of loss of power or 
disruption in potable water supplies, it is important to ensure that residents have access to 
affordable food and drinking water. 

The project team also evaluated access to healthy food to see if there are areas of the 
community that qualify as a food desert. According to the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA), a food desert is defined as an area lacking fresh fruit, vegetables, and 
other healthful whole foods, usually found in impoverished areas. This is largely due to 
a lack of grocery stores, farmers’ markets, and healthy food providers.20 Communities 
looking to reduce the number of residents living in a food desert can promote or zone 
for pop-up farm stands in low income areas, enact housing policies supportive of mixed 
income, and establish community gardens in areas identified as food deserts. 

A d d i t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s

Snover, A.K., L. Whitely Binder, J. Lopez, E. Willmott, J. Kay, D. Howell, and J. Simmonds. 

2007 Preparing for Climate Change: A Guidebook for Local, Regional, and State 
Governments. In association with and published by ICLEI – Local Governments for 
Sustainability, Oakland, CA

20	 http://americannutritionassociation.org/newsletter/usda-defines-food-deserts

FIGURE 10.6 Urban Heat Island Effect

Source: US Global Change Research Program (2009) http://www.
epa.gov/climatechange/impacts-adaptation/health.html

Albedo is the fraction of solar energy reflected 
from the Earth back into space. It is a measure 
of the reflectivity of the earth's surface. Ice, 
especially with snow on top of it, has a high 
albedo, while pavement has a low albedo.

FIGURE 10.7
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Chapter 11. The Future of Grand Haven – A Youth Perspective

In an effort to better understand the values and vision for the community of young people in Grand Haven, the 
consultant team engaged the local Youth Advisory Committee (YAC). Organized as a formal program within 
the Grand Haven Area Community Foundation, the YAC consists of high-school students from the Tri-Cities 
area that regularly meet to talk about and think through youth issues. In February, about 30 YAC members 
participated in a “youth charrette” in which students were asked to identify and map community assets and 
illustrate their vision for the community in an activity called Crayon your Community. In April, the consultant 
team worked with YAC members to develop a preferred non-motorized map for the greater Grand Haven 
Community. Following these hands-on activities, a handful of YAC members were tasked to summarize and 
write - in their own words - the results of the planning activities for this chapter of the Master Plan. 

Y o u t h  D e m o g r a p h i c  O v e r v i e w : 

The population of 15 - 19 year olds in the City of Grand Haven and Grand Haven Charter Township in 2010 was 
just over 1,600. However, between 2000 and 2010 the population of the youth in this age range decreased by 
25.9% in the City, but increased 12.9% in Grand Haven Charter Township. It is also important to note that the 
number of households with children under 18 years has decreased by 7.4% in the City of Grand Haven and 
0.1% in Grand Haven Charter Township between 2000 and 2010. 

The racial makeup of the students in Grand Haven Area Public Schools is relatively Caucasian, which has 
stayed consistent over the past years hovering right around 90% since 2010. 

Between 2010 and 2015, the number of students in the Grand Haven Area School District increased by 4.6% 
(273 students), to 6,203 students.1 There are a number of students who receive a Reduced Lunch in the 
GHAPS District. According to the United Way 2012 Community Assessment for Ottawa County 37.8% of 
students in GHAPS receive free or reduced lunch. There have also been expanded learning opportunities to 
accommodate for the different preferences in learning styles – Grand Haven Central High School offers a 
more individualized learning environment, and a smaller class size. Additionally, Grand Haven Cyber School is 
offered.

1	  Michigan Department of Education 

YAC members participate in a mapping 
exercise during the Youth Charrette

YAC members
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W h a t  W e  L o v e  A b o u t  D o w n t o w n  G r a n d  H a v e n :

T h e  Y o u t h  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  l o v e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  a s p e c t s  o f  o u r  D o w n t o w n : 
We love the Waterfront area because it connects our downtown area to the Boardwalk and Beaches. 
We like the accessibility factor of the downtown area and that everything is walkable and in close 
proximity. This makes it easy for people of all walks of life to enjoy our downtown. We like that our 
downtown supports privately owned businesses, and that our downtown offers a diverse array of 
stores. We feel there is something for everyone. 

There are great recreational opportunities in the Mulligan’s Hollow area – the skate park, YMCA, 
and the Imagination Station are just a few. We think it is great that our downtown area supports a 
variety of festivals and activities. These help to draw diverse crowds of people to our community – 
especially our downtown area. We enjoy having a Farmer’s Market connected to our Boardwalk and 
downtown area. We love the access to organic, fresh, and locally grown produce. We would love to 
see this Market continue to grow and expand. 

W h a t  W e  L o v e  A b o u t  t h e  G r a n d  H a v e n  C o m m u n i t y :

T h e  Y o u t h  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  l o v e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  G r a n d  H a v e n  c o m m u n i t y :
We are very fortunate to have a great parks system that provides us with access to several local 
parks and nature centers (Rosy Mound, Kirk Park, Hofma Park, and Harbor Island). We are also 
lucky to have a wide variety of recreational opportunities in our community such as the Rod & 
Gun Club, various boat launches, kayak launches, sports fields, and other water sport rentals. It is 
important for our community to be able to take advantage of the great recreation opportunities 
that are provided to us by our natural resources and landscapes. 

We also like the family friendly entertainment options that are available, such as Grand Haven 9 
Movie Theater, and Starlite Lanes. We also like that local businesses support our school system 
in many ways – with their time, or with monetary support – it is great that they encourage us as 
students, and invest in our futures. 

Photo Credit: Ed Post

Photo Credit: Ed Post

Photo Credit: Ed Post

Photo Credit: Ed Post
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M o d e s  o f  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n / D i f f i c u lt i e s :

T h e  G r a n d  H a v e n  Y o u t h  u t i l i z e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  m o d e s  o f  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  ( s o m e  f o r 
r e c r e a t i o n ) : 
We tend to travel via: car, bike, moped, Harbor Transit, skateboards, and by foot. There 
are other modes of transportation that we use as well. For recreational purposes we 
utilize: boats, bicycles, skateboards, and the Trolley. 

We recognize the following barriers to transportation in our community: 

We feel there is incomplete coverage in service with Harbor Transit and the 
inability to travel in a timely fashion (it does not provide service to all areas of our 
community). We also notice that in the summer, traffic is often congested and there 
is a lack of accessible parking spots. This leads us -- the youth and others in our 
community -- to seek other modes of transportation in the summer months. 

We would like to see the following expanded:

We would like to see the Non-Motorized Trail Networks expanded throughout the 
Grand Haven community in order for non-motorized modes of transportation to 
be utilized safely. This will also help contribute to the health and well-being of our 
community members and give us more opportunities to participate in recreation. 
We would also like to see increased efficiency with the pick-up, and delivery, times 
of Harbor Transit. Ridership, including other youth in our community, would grow 
if it was easier to access. 

E d u c a t i o n a l  O p p o r t u n i t i e s  i n  o u r  C o m m u n i t y :

T h e  Y o u t h  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  s e e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  e d u c a t i o n a l  o p p o r t u -
n i t i e s  a n d / o r  c u r r i c u l u m  e x p a n s i o n s  i n  o u r  s c h o o l s :
We would like to be able to take courses that will prepare us for life beyond high school 
– either career or college readiness (Home Economics, Financial Planning, etc.).

It is also important to expose us to as many career opportunities as possible – this could 
be done by offering more courses focused on specific career opportunities (Engineering, 
Coding, General Business, Accounting, etc.) and we’d also like to see expanded Technical 
learning opportunities (trade schools, etc.). 

Photo Credit: Kelly Ruffing, IFG Photography 

Photo Credit: Ed Post
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P o t e n t i a l  F u t u r e  A m e n i t i e s  f o r  G r a n d  H a v e n :

T h e  Y o u t h  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  l i v e  i n  a r e a s  t h a t  h a v e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g : 
We would like to live in an area that has more diversity and cultural opportunities for us to participate in. 
We’d like to be involved in creative opportunities through art, music, etc. that would be available in our 
community. We would like to live in an area that gives us the opportunity for an urban/bigger city feel in the 
downtown area while also providing the choice of living in more spacious areas. For this, we would need 
reliable, and easily accessible, public transportation. 

In our future community we will also be looking for a family friendly environment. A community that will 
provide and support good school systems, good childcare, and a high quality healthcare system. We would 
love to live in an area with expanded and continued recreational opportunities – the parks system, water 
access, and beaches. 

W h a t  W e  P l a n  T o  D o  A f t e r  C o l l e g e :

T h e  Y o u t h  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  h a v e  m a n y  p l a n s  f o r  l i f e  a f t e r  c o l l e g e  i n c l u d i n g : 
We would like jobs in the following fields: Medical, Education, Financial, Public Relations, Automotive/
Engineering, Social Work, and Technology. We would like to live in apartments, loft, single-family homes (in 
subdivisions), and single-family homes that are within walking distance to the downtown area. 

We see Grand Haven as a great place to raise a family and would eventually like to return to the area. When 
we return to the area we would like to live in Grand Haven Township, the downtown area, or on waterfront 
property. We would also like to work in the downtown area, for major companies that are well-established 
in the area, or those that have recently relocated to provide jobs that are relevant to our experiences and 
provide great value to Grand Haven. 

The following is a list of all members of the Youth Advisory 
Council at the Grand Haven Area Community Foundation who 

contributed to the ideas and concepts mentioned in this chapter: 
Max Anthes, Sophia Barron, Sydney Borchers, Tommy Clover, 

Gabby Coates, Jack Costello, Hannah Dillree, Sydney Fritz, 
Geoff Gabala, Abbi Garrison, Adam Greer, Leah Hoffer, Landon 
Hudson, Kaden Kar, Connor Kippe, Olivia Kuhn, Anish Mandala, 

Ryan Montgomery, Chase Palmer, Alli Pennington, Michala 
Ringquist, Ellie Scholtz, Lukas Steffel, Brant Verlinde, and YAC 

Advisor; Lauren Grevel.  Morgan Wezeman reviewed this chapter 
in 2023 as part of her independent study in local government.

Photo Credit: Ed Post

Photo Credit: Ed Post

Photo Credit: Ed Post
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As a result of the City’s efforts to form a community consensus opinion about growth and development 
in the community, a series of broad goal statements have been developed. Each goal is supported by 
more specific objectives, and the policies of this plan are founded on these statements. The goals are 
intended to describe a desirable end state or the condition of the City about twenty-five years into 
the future. They are intentionally general but are felt to be attainable through concerted effort. The 
objective statements tend to be more specific and may be regarded as milestones in the journey to 
achieve the larger goal.

An effective goal serves as a useful guide for policy decisions by the Planning Commission, City staff 
and the City Council. For a goal to be useful, it must meet the following criteria:

•		 Define a desired end. A goal statement should describe a desired end state, outcome or result. The 	
	 statement may be worded in either the present or future tense, but if the future tense is used, 	
	 it should be stated as a prediction, rather than a hope.

•		 State in positive terms. For a goal to be effective, it should state a positive outcome, as opposed 	
	 to avoidance of an undesirable result. It is tempting to state goals as the reversal of an 		
	 undesirable trend, such as “Grand Haven will limit developments containing large amounts 	
	 of impervious surfaces near the Grand River.” This statement, however, does not address the 	
	 idea of stormwater runoff, nor does it address the underlying issue: Protection of water quality 	
	 in the Grand River for the benefit of future generations.

•		 Bold, but realistic. For a statement to be meaningful, it needs to require effort to achieve. If goals 	
	 were achieved without effort, they would simply be re-statements of current trends. On the 	
	 other hand, a goal also needs to be realistic. Goals that are impossible to achieve will languish, 	
	 resulting in community frustration and acrimony.

•		 Reflect a consensus. Most importantly for goal setting, the goal must reflect a community 		
	 consensus on a particular issue. Since implementation of these goals will require broad 		
	 community support, the goals need to reflect community ideas and values. A statement that 	
	 does not reflect the ideas and values of a broad section of the community is doomed to failure.

H O U S I N G  A N D  N E I G H B O R H O O D S

Goal 1. Dwellings in Grand Haven will include a broad range of housing types, including detached and 
attached units, appropriate for all segments of the population

a.	Support a variety of housing types and densities and mixed use developments for all segments of 
the population that place users near daily services.

b.	Evaluate the operation of the Planned Development (PD) standards of the zoning ordinance and 
identify ways to foster mixed use developments.

Chapter 12. Goals and Objectives
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Goal 2. Residential neighborhoods will be attractive, well maintained, safe and inviting places with 
convenient connections to recreation facilities, employment, transportation, shops, services and 
natural areas. 

a.	Continue to support the City’s property maintenance enforcement program.
b.	Develop and implement education programs for landlord and tenant rights and responsibilities.
c.	Protect the character, safety and historical patterns of development in residential neighborhoods 

from inappropriate development.
d.	Evaluate the operation of existing Neighborhood Mixed Use standards and identify and 

implement refinements to enhance residential opportunities.
e.	Continue to proactively use brownfield incentives to spur high quality redevelopment in mixed 

use areas.
f.	 Evaluate the operation of the (PD) standards of the zoning ordinance and identify ways to 

broaden its use in fostering mixed use developments.

Goal 3. Residents will have skills and resources necessary to improve and maintain their homes 

a.	Evaluate the formation of a community development corporation to offer homeowner assistance 
and strengthen neighborhoods, if feasible.

b.	Weatherize existing housing stock.
c.	Develop a program to conduct energy audits and implement energy saving measures.
d.	Evaluate the construction/building permitting process to improve, streamline, and clarify if 

possible. Seek input from builders and Neighboring communities for standardization.

T R A N S P O R T A T I O N  A N D  C O N N E C T I V I T Y

Goal 4. Residents and visitors to Grand Haven will move about the community safely and conveniently 
using private and public transportation options that connect to the greater West Michigan region.

a.	Evaluate and implement, if feasible, a requirement for shared driveways and cross-access 
agreements for compatible adjacent land uses, particularly those along Beacon Boulevard and 
Robbins Road.

b.	Streetscape design standards for major thoroughfares shall continue to be monitored and 
improved through capital improvement planning and private development

c.	Work to implement features of the Robbins Road Corridor Plan as private development 
opportunities and public funding allow.

d.	Support the goals and objectives of Harbor Transit’s strategic plan to develop and implement a 
stronger public transit system to serve the greater Grand Haven Area.

e.	Establish a commuter parking lot and evaluate and implement when feasible, a system of remote 
shuttle parking lots to reduce downtown parking lots.

f.	 Work with neighboring communities and MDOT to explore the long-term establishment of 
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intercity transit to effectively serve the Ottawa, Kent, and Muskegon region.
g.	Evaluate overnight parking policies.
h.	Improve access to waterways for kayaking, canoeing and boating.

Goal 5. Non-motorized connections, including sidewalks, bicycle paths and recreation trails, will serve 
all areas of the community offering safe, attractive and barrier-free connectivity.

a.	Complete the non-motorized trails, pathways and sidewalk system, including completion of the 
Grand River Boardwalk and additional north-south bicycle lane connections. 

b.	Develop and implement trails and pathway designs that minimize runoff through the use of 
porous surfaces.

c.	Establish a regional bicycle and pedestrian plan and coordinate with adjacent communities to 
create seamless non-motorized connections across municipal boundaries to serve residential, 
commercial, and institutional land uses.

d.	Promote the placement of bicycle racks and lockers in numerous locations in the community.
e.	Evaluate and implement, if feasible, a community bicycle sharing program.
f.	 Establish parking areas that are near trail systems and trolley stops to make it easier for people 

to reduce vehicle trips to area attractions like the State Park and the farmers market.
g.	Continue to retrofit existing sidewalk crossings with accessible ramps to provide increased 

accessibility.
h.	Identify areas of the City that are not conducive to safe bicycling, running, and walking due to a 

lack of lighting or poor surface conditions. Develop a plan to improve these routes.
i.	 Consider creating sub-area specific parking requirements in order to allow for parking 

arrangements that encourage walkability.

E M P L O Y M E N T  A N D  T H E  E C O N O M Y

Goal 6. Grand Haven will be a vital economic center in West Michigan and the Midwest with a variable 
balance of clean manufacturing, technology, healthcare, agriculture, professional and seasonal service, 
hospitality, retail and institutional employment.

a.	Support the Chamber of Commerce’s strategic plan for economic development and business 
retention.

b.	Evaluate and amend local ordinances that may be a barrier for new business trying to locate 
within Grand Haven.

c.	Develop a “new business relocation guide” to assist new businesses with the permitting process 
to legally occupy and operate in the City.

d.	Research the viability of offering alternative incentives for development, such as density 
bonuses for providing a percentage of affordable housing units.

e.	Partner with the Tri-Cities to create a marketing and branding program for the community.
f.	 Explore the opportunity to develop a commercial kitchen incubator.
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Goal 7. Commercial and industrial development will be clean, attractive and efficiently designed to 
adapt to changing business needs. 

a.	Encourage an evaluation of the re-use of existing industrial buildings before new or replacement 
structures may be approved.

b.	Evaluate and implement, if feasible, a streamlined permitting and approval process for job 
generating economic development projects.

c.	Evaluate and strengthen as needed both code enforcement and development incentives to 
promote high quality commercial neighborhoods.

d.	Establish requirements for electric vehicle parking infrastructure.
e. Explore the opportunity to develop a local warehouse, processing, and cold storage facility. 

This could involve defining a kitchen incubator in the Zoning Ordinance and allowing kitchen 
incubators as a permitted use and/or special land use in appropriate districts.

Goal 8. The community will include world-class education and training opportunities and facilities.

a.	Establish state-of-the-art higher education and retraining facilities in the community focusing on 
increasing brainpower, job creation and retention.

b.	Improve access to high-speed and reliable wireless broadband service throughout the community.
c.	Strengthen collaboration between area schools and the local business community.
d.	Develop curriculum with local schools and universities for students to learn about careers in 

manufacturing and agriculture.
e.	Encourage the addition of a satellite campus within the region. 

Goal 9. Hospitality and tourism will be an important part of the local economy, structured to offer 
visitors year-round memorable and enjoyable experiences while balancing the interests of local 
residents and the other key sectors of the economy.

a.	Evaluate zoning and land use standards to attract small-scale, boutique hotels.
b.	Evaluate capacity of neighborhoods for accommodating seasonal rentals and establish standards 

to balance local interests with hospitality and investment objectives.
c.	Support efforts for voluntary residential and non-residential historic preservation while allowing 

for appropriate building re-use.
d.	Support “buy local” programs.
e.	Evaluate opportunities for encouraging longer term winter activities in addition to the existing 

weekend festivals.
f.	 Encourage the development of a United States Coast Guard Museum and promote “Coast Guard 

City USA” year-round.

K i t c h e n  I n c u b a t o r  C o n s i d e r a t i o n s
A kitchen incubator, also known as a culinary 
incubator, is a business incubator dedicated to 
early-stage catering, retail, and wholesale food 
businesses. 
Business incubators make it easier for new 
businesses to grow by mitigating the cost of 
facilities and equipment and providing a nurturing 
environment to entrepreneurs. According to the 
National Business Incubation Association, business 
incubators have successfully graduated over 87% of 
their firms and kept an astounding 84% of these 
thriving businesses within their local communities 
for years after graduation. 
Kitchen incubators help new businesses by covering 
the capital cost of kitchen facilities. Shared kitchen 
facilities are leased on an hourly or timeslot basis to 
incubatees, enabling a business to develop to the 
stage where it can invest in its own kitchen faculties. 
Additionally, kitchen incubators assist their tenants 
with business planning, access to financing, and 
other business needs.
Kitchen incubators are mostly found in areas 
with significant levels of food safety regulation 
where capital investment in commercial kitchen 
equipment can be prohibitive for new businesses. 
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N A T U R A L  F E A T U R E S  A N D  T H E  E N V I R O N M E N T

Goal 10. The preservation and enhancement of natural features of the community will be the central 
consideration in all civic decisions in Grand Haven. Buildings and infrastructure will be planned, 
constructed and maintained to protect and improve the quality of the natural environment while 
serving the needs of the population and allowing residents and visitors appropriate access to enjoy 
natural features. 

a.	Develop a green infrastructure plan to enhance and sustain the network of natural features of the 
City and the ecological interaction of those features, within the context of the built environment 
and the community.

b.	Establish goals, standards, and ordinances to maintain a minimum of 40 percent tree cover.
c.	Work with Ottawa County and NORA to develop a County-wide map of all recreation amenities. 

(i.e. parks, open space, trails, sidewalks, pathways, etc.).
d.	Adhere to the 10-20-30 formula for municipal street tree planting (no more than 10% of a single 

species, no more than 20% of a single genus, no more than 30% of a single family.
e.	Look for opportunities to establish green roofs on buildings.
f.	 Consider the Best Management Practices described in Chapter 9 - Coastal Resilience. 

Goal 11. Grand Haven will be a leader in the encouragement of energy production systems that 
improve energy independence and conserve and enhance natural resources.

a.	Develop and implement programs to promote energy conservation in municipal operations and 
in local businesses and residences.

b.	Evaluate local ordinances to support renewable energy and adjust as needed to improve 
feasibility and encourage use.

c.	Develop a long range renewable/sustainable energy plan that meets or exceeds state and national 
goals.

d.	Work with local builders to host energy efficiency training programs such as LEED and encourage 
builders to seek special certifications.

e.	Continue to seek opportunities to exceed Michigan’s 10% renewable energy source requirements.
f.	 Explore opportunities to develop localized renewable energy projects. 

Goal 12. New developments and buildings re-use in Grand Haven will maximize energy efficiency and 
improve environmental quality.

a.	Evaluate and implement, if feasible, stronger requirements for Low Impact Design.
b.	Include site design criteria in Planned Developments, public projects, subdivision planning, etc., 

to optimize energy efficiency, minimize road and infrastructure needs, promote green spaces, 
and reduce stormwater runoff and pollution.

c.	Identify methods and create ordinances to encourage the development of energy efficient 
buildings and sites, such as an energy audit program.
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d.	Research options available to re-use outdated buildings and/or decommission buildings to 
promote infill development.

e.	Increase residential and commercial rainwater capture and reuse.
f.	 Continue to retrofit existing or install new exterior light fixtures with energy efficient light 

fixtures.

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E  A N D  G O V E R N A N C E

Goal 13. Grand Haven’s public facilities, including roads, utilities, parks and buildings will be carefully 
planned, constructed and maintained to efficiently serve the needs of current and future generations.

a.	Periodically review and update the Parks Master Plan in keeping with the policies, goals, and 
objectives of the Master Plan.

b.	Develop assured sources of revenue to support strong maintenance programs for public 
infrastructure, buildings and facilities.

c.	Complete an evaluation of City buildings and facilities to identify improvements to reduce energy 
consumption and stormwater runoff and implement those that prove feasible.

d.	Regularly review and update as necessary the future land use map and coordinate with the 
adjacent communities wherever possible.

e.	Coordinate capital projects such as street projects with neighborhood development (i.e. 
resurfacing street after water/sewer installation; reviewing sub-area plans for neighborhoods 
that are scheduled to have infrastructure improvements, like Centertown in 2014.

f.	 Review the Zoning Ordinance for opportunities to include language to address coastal flooding in 
cooperation with respective entities and resources.  

Goal 14. Information on planning, development and governmental services decision-making will 
be broadly available through numerous sources of outreach and community participation in local 
governance will be informed, thoughtful and transparent.

a.	Evaluate and expand the use of local access video, cable, and digital internet streaming video to 
broaden public access to meetings.

b.	Improve the posting of City Council, Planning Commission, and other Board minutes as both 
unapproved drafts and final versions.

c.	Collaborate with local schools to provide learning opportunities about local governmental 
processes.

d.	Improve the City’s website to enable online forms of filing.
e.	Improve feedback of mechanisms for citizens and visitors to provide more timely and robust input 

regarding issues and concerns.

Goal 15. Grand Haven will be a leader in West Michigan in working with other units of government, 
state agencies, schools and special authorities to manage growth and to plan and deliver services to the 
residents and businesses of the area in the most efficient and transparent manner possible. 
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a.	Work with neighboring communities to consider establishing a joint committee or providing 
representatives at neighboring planning commission meetings to improve inter-local 
coordination and communication and to consider common planning strategies and issues of 
sustainability, in a regional context. 

b.	Cooperate with other area communities in the evaluation and implementation of any feasible 
joint approach to service delivery.

c.	Collaborate with local units of government to buy locally to achieve a balance between the least 
dollar cost and the smallest carbon footprint to meet governmental needs.

d.	Consider how new policies advance the basic need deficiencies outlined through the assessments 
from the Greater Ottawa County United Way.

Goal 16. The City of Grand Haven will have a modern, efficient and effective governmental structure 
established through an updated City Charter. 

a. Continually monitor this living document and periodically evaluate weaknesses  and amend the 
Charter as necessary.

R E S I L I E N C Y

Goal 17. The City will be a resource and educator for Grand Haven residents on the importance of 
developing and maintaining a resilient community. 

a. Coordinate with Grand Haven Public Schools to incorporate resilient and environmental 
education curriculum as well as volunteer opportunities for community projects that support 
the resiliency efforts.

Goal 18. Grand Haven will be prepared for natural disasters. 

a. Identify existing and potential new locations for emergency shelters. 

Goal 19. All residents will have access to affordable, locally-sourced foods. 

a. Encourage daily destinations such as grocery stores to accommodate bicyclists and pedestrians 
in their site plans.

b. Support and promote convenient access to local food sources such as roadside stands, edible 
landscaping, and front yard gardens.

c. Expand the market for local food sources in schools and area businesses. 
d. Partner with local restaurants and grocers to expand and advertise the use of fresh and healthy 

foods.
e. Support the use and development of community gardens and establish regulations to promote 

them.
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Goal 20. Residents will have access to resources to live an active and healthy lifestyle.

a. Foster a culture of bicycling and walking.
b. Support local groups focusing on healthy lifestyle activities.
c. Identify fixed routes for marathons in coordination with neighboring communities.
d. When appropriate, require a Health Impact Assessment (HIA) for new Planned Development 

projects.
e. Consider allowing sidewalk gardens in neighborhoods and in parks and other public spaces by 

expanding the list of what is acceptable to grow in the City right-of-way and parkway. This could 
mean rewriting landscaping requirements in all districts to allow non-standard planting and 
edible planting with certain reasonable restrictions. 

Goal 21. The sensitive natural landscapes that distinguish the Grand Haven landscape will be protected 
as context-sensitive development will be carefully permitted. 

a. Establish a pilot program for the use of native vegetation in order to stabilize sensitive landscapes.
b. Review opportunities for flood mitigation along the lakeshore.
c. Consider creating share parking or other parking arrangements to encourage walkability in 

certain sub areas or districts. This could be integrated with a mid-term evaluation of zoning 
ordinance amendments.
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The City of Grand Haven Master Plan establishes general patterns of land use to guide growth and 
development for the next twenty to twenty-five years. This Plan constitutes a practical and integrated 
approach to foster inviting, sustainable and efficient patterns of development and redevelopment that 
preserve the distinct personality of key neighborhoods and natural features while accommodating new 
investment and emerging economic trends. 

The residents of Grand Haven understand the value of the community’s unique neighborhoods. At 
the same time, there is a recognition that, as this plan is written, the City, the state and the regional 
economy are caught up in a process of transformation that will likely impact land use, redevelopment 
and investment well into the future. Residents are not content, however, to react to change as it 
eventually materializes. Shifts in tourism and the continued growth of the west Michigan region all 
influence the future growth of Grand Haven and its environments. 

The overall purpose of the future land use plan is to guide development and redevelopment in 
logical and viable patterns while offering fair, and in some cases, value-enhancing opportunities 
where reasonable and appropriate. Since the City is virtually fully developed, this future land use 
plan also seeks to protect much of the existing developed pattern by encouraging complementary 
redevelopment. Above all, this Plan recognizes the City’s precious natural assets and the community’s 
responsibility to protect them for future generations.

The following paragraphs describe the future land use designations as illustrated on Map 13.1. Each 
Future Land Use designation is intended to generally describe the distinctive character of an area 
and a suite of land uses. In addition, each is broadly defined intentionally to permit the community 
to refine the ultimate land use regulatory structure through zoning and carefully-tailored building 
form and placement standards. It should be noted that the future land use designations on Map 13.1 
are meant to be seen as general with indistinct edges, in most cases. Along the margins, where two 
or more designations adjoin, either land use class may be appropriate. The Zoning Plan in Chapter 14 
is designed to aid landowners and local officials in applying the Plan’s guidance in development and 
zoning decision-making.

Chapter 13. Future Land Use
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S p e c i a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n :  B e a c o n  b o u l e v a r d  c o r r i d o r  ( U S - 3 1 )
As transportation infrastructure and land use are intricately linked, observing Beacon Boulevard’s 
influence on the City’s built environment can bring new perspectives to shaping the City’s future 
character. Rebuilt as a four-lane boulevard in 1957 to accommodate its alignment as US-31, the high-
speed roadway carries between 40,000-60,000 vehicles per day through the City. While the roadway 
provides nationally-significant connections to communities in west Michigan, it divides Grand Haven 
across an east-west axis, creating a barrier for pedestrians, cyclists, and other users to cross the 
boulevard conveniently.

Throughout the Master Plan Amendment process, residents and stakeholders cited Beacon Boulevard as 
holding a major influence on the City’s quality of life. Comments of fast travel speeds, limited crossing 
options, noise and air pollution, and lack of green space along the corridor were gathered. Although the 
roadway is under the jurisdiction of the Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT), the City can 
take steps to enhance the corridor and collaborate with MDOT in continual improvements that make 
the roadway more compatible with surrounding neighborhoods. As part of the master plan update 
process, a vision for Beacon Boulevard was established. The community stated the boulevard should 
feature increased landscape beautification features, should accommodate reduced speeds through the 
city, and the expansion of travel lanes is discouraged. In fulfilling this vision, the Beacon Boulevard 
Corridor can be enhanced for pedestrians and other modes of transportation, encouraging a mix of 
land uses and contributing to the city’s sense of place. 

Above: Graphic illustrating Beacon Boulevard’s influence as a major mobility barrier within the city. 
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3 1 )

F u t u r e  L a n d  U s e  M a p



106

C i t y  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  M a s t e r  P l a n

F u t u r e  L a n d  U s e  D e s c r i p t i o n s
The following paragraphs describe the future land use designations as illustrated in the Future Land 
Use Map. Each Future Land Use designation is intended to generally describe the distinctive character 
of an area and a suite of land uses. In addition, each is broadly defined intentionally to permit the 
community to refine the ultimate land use regulatory structure through zoning and carefully-tailored 
building form and placement standards. It should be noted that the future land use designations in the 
Future Land Use Map are meant to be seen as general with indistinct edges, in most cases. Along the 
margins, where two or more designations adjoin, either land use class may be appropriate. The Zoning 
Plan in Chapter 14 is designed to aid landowners and local officials in applying the Plan’s guidance in 
development and zoning decision-making.

N A T U R A L  A R E A  A N D  O P E N  S P A C E

Grand Haven is blessed with abundant natural features, primarily associated with its location at the 
mouth of the Grand River on the Lake Michigan shoreline. Although the City’s working harbor has 
been important to the community’s development, serving commercial, industrial and recreational 
needs, parts of the shoreline remains largely unspoiled. In addition, the City is home to Grand Haven 
State Park, which, together with the municipal beach, offers residents and visitors a very inviting Lake 
Michigan beach. Beyond the water resources, the City is also home to a broad area of freshwater sand 
dune formations. Most of these dunes are forested with significant development, especially facing 
the Lake. Yet the inland portions of the wooded dunes have been preserved either in public park land, 
cemetery or in private reserves for the enjoyment of local residents. Finally, the City includes several 
pockets of unspoiled natural areas, most associated with native wetlands or Grand River tributaries 
identified through the recent sensitive areas overlay analysis.

Natural Area and Open Space lands are a vital element of the City’s identity and the quality of life 
enjoyed by local residents. An over-arching focus of this Plan is to preserve such features so that 
future generations may continue to enjoy the benefits of a well-preserved natural environment. The 
lands designated as Natural Area and Open Space Preserve represent 707 acres, or about 19% of total 
land area in the City. The vast majority of that area falls within the Kitchel-Lindquist Dune Preserve, 
the State Park or the City’s Parks (Mulligan’s Hollow and Duncan Woods) or Lake Forest Cemetery 
and development pressure in these areas is unlikely. With much of the Natural Area and Open Space 
designation in public or quasi-public ownership, efforts should be directed to protect and provide for 
additional public stewardship. This would include efforts to protect the fragile slopes and forest cover, 
low impact hiking trail development and habitat protection for native species.

Public lands incorporated in the City’s parks system, while not subject to commercial development, will 
be managed for open space preservation and recreation in accord with the Parks and Recreation Plan, 
as it is adapted from time to time. The lands not in public ownership may experience very low-density 
development integrated with the key natural features and the provisions of the Sensitive Area Overlay 
should be carefully observed to ensure the perpetual protection of key natural features.

Natural areas near the Grand River



107

C i t y  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  M a s t e r  P l a n

L O W  T O  M O D E R A T E  D E N S I T Y  R E S I D E N T I A L 

This is the broadest future land use district covering about 1,283 acres, or about 34.4% of the City’s 
land area. The purpose of this designation is to provide a range of neighborhoods for the residents of 
the community. The predominate land use will be single-family residences formed either as detached 
(freestanding) buildings or smaller attached buildings (generally less than 2 or 3 units per building) 
arranged in walkable and attractive neighborhoods with residential densities of up to five dwellings per 
acre. In addition, this land use may support compatible institutional uses, such as schools, churches and 
neighborhood parks to serve the area’s residents.

Although this area is the largest of the future land use designations, there are some particular 
attributes of parts of the City that should be recognized and respected within the context of the future 
land use designation. The following paragraphs discuss three distinct portions of the Low to Moderate 
Density Residential district.

D u n e s  N e i g h b o r h o o d s  a n d  N o r t h  S h o r e  N e i g h b o r h o o d
 Along and immediately inland of the Lake Michigan shoreline are several neighborhoods characterized 
by high-value views of water and natural features. These neighborhoods are made up almost 
exclusively of single-family detached dwellings.

South of the river, the neighborhoods are set back from the water and are located in the dunes and 
woodland areas behind the dunes, with higher densities, small and varied lots, and eclectic building 
forms derived from a long history as a resort-oriented neighborhood. The waterfront is entirely 
publicly-owned land. These neighborhoods have direct access to the commercial centers, State and 
local parks, and principal tourist destinations in the City. In contrast, north of the river the North Shore 
neighborhood has lower density, a linear neighborhood layout, flat beach terrain with limited public 
access, on-site wastewater systems versus public sewers, no direct access to the Downtown, and is 
largely a stable neighborhood of long-term residents.

These neighborhoods are generally fully developed and future development is likely to be in the 
form of expansions, remodeling, demolition and new construction. Given the resort nature of some 
of the properties in these neighborhoods, conflicts have occurred between year-round and seasonal 
or vacation occupants. The overall character of these areas are residential; conversion of homes to 
seasonal or vacation rentals to cater to the City’s tourist industry has been common. The extent to 
which such conversions may commercialize and destabilize them as family-oriented neighborhoods of 
long-term residents, and the tolerance of each neighborhood for greater numbers of seasonal rentals 
in the future, should be individually examined for each neighborhood. With appropriate regulatory 
standards conflicts can be minimized while the overall residential aspects of these areas are protected 
with densities of four or fewer dwellings per acre.
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E a r ly -  t o  M i d - C e n t u r y  S i n g l e  F a m i ly
There are several neighborhoods of primarily single family residential development in the City 
constructed largely before WWII. Housing types range from very large Queen Anne and Victorians 
found immediately south of the downtown area, to pre-war colonials and “dutch colonials” found to 
the south of Franklin on both sides of US-31, to mid-century single-story ranches found further south. 
While the style of the homes varies significantly from north to south, this entire area is predominately 
made up of single-family detached units. In some areas, the original single-family structure has 
been partitioned into two or more units and a few neighborhoods include duplex structures. But the 
predominate character of the area is that of a single-family neighborhood intended for long-term 
family occupancy.

The pattern is well established and this Plan seeks to preserve it. The emphasis should be on the 
stabilization and preservation of this character, even while some redevelopment may be anticipated. 
Overall densities should not exceed five dwellings per acre, although some pockets of greater densities 
may be appropriate where additional amenities and/or open space are provided. In addition, this area 
may appropriately include such institutional uses as schools, parks and churches.

As the population of the City matures and as there is greater demand for housing near the core, it is 
likely that parts of this area will see increasing demand for accessory dwellings, such as “granny flats” 
and some of the larger buildings may be divided into multiple units. In addition, like the lakeshore 
and dune area, those neighborhoods near the downtown or resort amenities may find increasing 
demand for seasonal and vacation rental use. These changes could threaten the viability of these 
areas if not carefully managed to preserve identity of the area as a neighborhood geared for family life 
with consistent and complementary development styles and residential densities. But with effective 
regulation, this shift can occur giving new vitality to the established uses in a manner that is in keeping 
with the community’s personality.

O l d  T o w n  A r e a
This area lies immediately north of the downtown and is contained by redevelopment to the north and 
west and the Centertown commercial area to the east. It is characterized generally by pre-war single-
family detached homes on small lots. However, as it abuts more intense commercial and redevelopment 
areas on all sides, portions of the area may experience greater pressures to convert to a mixed use or 
commercial uses. This may be welcomed in some areas that abut commercial or mixed uses or with 
significant traffic, but other segments of the area are better dedicated to the low to moderate density 
residential character that predominates today. Some neighborhood scale commercial or mixed-use 
redevelopment or adaptive reuse may be contemplated, generally along arterial or collector streets, but 
measures should be incorporated to buffer the effects of these uses on the neighboring residential area.

In the areas of the community where the Low to Moderate Density Residential designation abuts 
certain Traditional Neighborhood Mixed Use areas, this Plan seeks to establish smooth transitions. This 
may be accomplished through landscaped buffers where the transition from residential to commercial 

Old Town Area redevelopment opportunity 
(photo courtesy of Google Maps Streetview)
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uses is abrupt, or through low-intensity transitional uses such as offices or institutional uses along the 
margins. In addition, it is possible that some such transitions will necessitate zoning adjustments along 
the margins. The Zoning Plan contemplates careful and modest expansions of more intense zoning 
districts into the residential areas where effective buffering or transitions can be provided and where 
necessary to allow for viable commercial or office use expansions.

M O D E R A T E  T O  H I G H  D E N S I T Y  R E S I D E N T I A L 

This future land use designation is intended to address existing areas of higher density residential 
development, consisting primarily of multiple-unit or manufactured housing unit developments at 
densities of more than five dwellings per acre. These may be rental or condominium forms designed 
for high amenity living for singles, seniors, couples and young families. A modest area of about 183 
acres, or about 4.9% of the City’s land area is included in this designation. Although this plan recognizes 
these existing, single-purpose developments, it does not anticipate any expansion of this form, except 
as may be incorporated into an area of Redevelopment, as described below. Higher density residential 
development is more appropriately planned as a part of mixed use neighborhoods that offer residents 
nearby services, shopping, entertainment and employment opportunities. 

D O W N T O W N

The central business district of the City and its urban waterfront make up this future land use 
designation. This is the activity, entertainment and commercial core of the community.

The Downtown is established as an urban shopping, entertainment, professional service, residential and 
civic use environment for residents and visitors. The area will be characterized by an urban form that 
is scaled for convenient and safe pedestrian access and designed to take advantage of outdoor informal 
gathering places. An active, year-round street-level environment will encourage shopping, dining and 
entertainment with landscaped common spaces and amenities to promote social interaction. Uses 
fronting the sidewalk should be limited to retailing, dining and entertainment and personal services 
while upper floors should accommodate professional offices, residential and hospitality uses. 

Portions of the commercial core of the area have undergone redevelopment and additional 
redevelopment is anticipated, in keeping with this land use designation. 

The waterfront area currently serves primarily as public space and as outlined in the Waterfront 
Strategic Plan this would continue and expand. Development on the river side of Harbor Avenue should 
be limited to preserve as much public access to the water and to protect public views to the water 
whenever possible. 

The eastern portion of this designation also forms the civic core of the community, including City and 
County government offices, courts, central park, Post Office, the library and community center. Grand 
Haven is the county seat of Ottawa County and the substantial presence of administrative and judicial 
offices as well as other public institutions helps to strengthen this land use designation as the cultural 

Downtown Grand Haven
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core of the community. Such uses are to be encouraged and strengthened as the redevelopment of the 
downtown proceeds. 

The easterly portion of the designation also transitions into the Centertown sub-area. The Downtown 
and Centertown share many characteristics in terms of the emphasis in land uses on services and 
retailing. However, each has a unique personality that should be respected. As indicated in the 
Centertown sub-area plan, some streetscape and signage elements from the downtown should be 
extended into Centertown to create a more uniform aesthetic in the region. However, in such other 
respects as land uses, residential density, building form and design standards, each area should be 
treated according to their own distinctive character.

T R A D I T I O N A L  N E I G H B O R H O O D  M I X E D  U S E

This future land use plan embraces the established patterns that characterize Grand Haven. Many of the 
City’s neighborhoods include a broad range of land uses arranged in a traditional urban neighborhood 
form. This is not only desirable; it is also a highly functional pattern. However, while all areas share the 
mixed-use characteristic, each is unique in its own right and this future land use designation seeks to 
treat them uniformly while honoring their distinctive features and challenges.

C e n t e r t o w n
This is a densely-developed portion of the urban core of Grand Haven within walking distance of the 
downtown, the waterfront and the Grand Landing redevelopment area. The Centertown sub-area plan 
provides greater detail on the eastern portion of this area’s challenges and a series of recommended 
strategies to address them. Immediately to the north and west is an area made up largely of older 
single- and multiple-unit residential units ranging in quality. As indicated above, the area’s proximity 
to the downtown and the waterfront gives these residential properties unique value and many have 
been renovated. The street system in this neighborhood forms a very efficient and walkable grid that 
supports pedestrian activity and interaction. An extensive range of land uses is contemplated with an 
emphasis on stabilizing and strengthening nearby residential neighborhoods through renovation and 
rehabilitation while encouraging additional retail and office uses in the area. 

North of downtown are blocks of older yet stable housing. This plan seeks to preserve the residential 
character of the interior portions of this neighborhood while recognizing that some structures 
may shift toward more intense uses. Along Jackson Street, this trend is already apparent and, with 
limitations may be accommodated. This might include higher density residential uses, personal services 
and even some retail. However, care must be taken to prevent automobile-oriented commercial and 
retail from encroaching on the otherwise stable residential character and to avoid the development 
in this area of uses that unnecessarily compete with established commercial areas in the Centertown, 
Grand Landing or Downtown areas.

Grand Landing

Centertown



111

C i t y  o f  G r a n d  H a v e n  M a s t e r  P l a n

Land use policies should be centered on the reuse of existing structures whenever possible to preserve 
and enhance the character of the area. When new construction is proposed, it should follow the 
building placement and form standards of the existing structures to faithfully renew and extend the 
traditional patterns of this area. This vicinity also includes a potential redevelopment area, known as 
the Stanco property located between Jackson, Fulton, First and Second Streets. This site, while reflected 
in the Traditional Neighborhood Mixed Use designation, will likely be redeveloped in the context of a 
planned development with many of the aspects of a traditional neighborhood. Given its proximity to 
the waterfront and the downtown, a relatively intense pattern is desirable, but in the context and scale 
of a traditional urban neighborhood.

W a s h i n g t o n  S q u a r e  a n d  A d j a c e n t  N e i g h b o r h o o d s
East of the US-31 corridor, this traditional neighborhood mixed use area is centered on the Washington 
Square sub-area. In addition to that sub-area, the focus extends to the west along Madison and to the 
east centered along the Washington Avenue Corridor, providing continuity and an opportunity for 
greater connection across Beacon Boulevard. These Eastown residential neighborhoods help protect 
the unique identity of Washington Square by creating a buffer between it and the largely “big box” 
commercial uses along Jackson and with impinging industrial and redevelopment uses likely to the 
east. As indicated in the Washington Square sub-area plan it will be important to preserve the identity 
of the Washington Square neighborhood as a node of neighborhood commerce and to retain viable 
residential neighborhoods to bracket it from other areas. The residential areas along Madison and 
Fulton help to achieve this. However, it is also recognized that in some instances the boundaries of the 
sub-areas may be regarded as somewhat indistinct and this Plan contemplates appropriately scaled 
expansions of some commercial or service uses into adjoining residential properties if necessary to 
achieve a viable redevelopment and/or to provide effective buffers.

T h e  R o b b i n s  R o a d  C o r r i d o r
The Robbins Road Corridor also includes a limited amount of Mixed Use as defined in the sub-area plan 
in Chapter 11. This area is actually located beyond the City limits in Grand Haven Charter Township, 
but is reflected in this plan as a part of the joint inter-community planning effort. Much of this area 
is vacant land currently and, over the life of this Plan, may develop through a series of planned, new 
urban developments to include a mix of residential, office and low-intensity commercial uses. As such, 
this area will include many of the characteristics of traditional urban neighborhoods, but in a suburban 
setting.

Above: Graphic representing activity centers 
(green) along Washington Boulevard. 
Below: Washington Square Neighborhood. 
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M I X E D  U S E  R E D E V E L O P M E N T

N o r t h  B e e c h t r e e
This includes the former industrial area occupied by the Eagle-Ottawa Tannery and the former 
Challenge Machine property. In 2010, the City began to invest in improvements to Beechtree in an 
effort to attract development to this underutilized area of the City. In 2015, plans were announced 
that the Challenge Machine building would be repurposed into professional office space. Since the 
previous Master Plan update, the Challenge Machine building was converted into professional office 
space. In addition, Eastpointe RV Campground was approved in 2019 for an expansion of the marina and 
assembly space. 

These redevelopments will require a concentrated public-private effort and its form will be dictated by 
a combination of market forces, public investment, and private entrepreneurship. As such, the Planned 
Development mechanism in the Zoning Ordinance is likely to be employed for some or all of this 
development.

E a s t  j a c k s o n
Located just east of the Beacon Boulevard bascule bridge and roughly north of Madison Street, this area 
currently includes auto-oriented strip commercial and big-box shopping centers. This area is identified 
as a northern gateway into the City and can support greater mixtures of residential and pedestrian-
oriented commercial development. It’s proximity to the Grand River channel also provides abundant 
natural recreation opportunities and can better interface with the riverfront.

G r a n d  L a n d i n g
This unique redevelopment area was founded on a joint public-private effort to clear and redevelop a 
former brownfield location adjoining the south channel of the Grand River, immediately west of US-31. 
Over a period of years, the City of Grand Haven assembled a redevelopment parcel over twenty-acres 
in area. Eventually private proposals were sought to use brownfield incentives for its redevelopment as 
a planned mixed use development and the privately-developed “Grand Landing” project is the result. 
As such, the future land uses are essentially defined by the plan. Portions of the project have already 
been realized. Luxury and loft-style condominiums (with two-story residences), and ground floor retail 
and nearby restaurants has already been developed. In 2015, a planned development amendment was 
approved to make room for 168 apartments, three new restaurants, and a 125-room hotel.

The entire site is (and will be) configured so that most surface parking will be screened from view from 
the surrounding streets by buildings. In addition, an extensive network of walkways will encourage 
pedestrian activity within the site and connections to regional trails and sidewalks will allow residents 
to walk along the river channel and into the downtown to work, shop, dine or to take advantage of the 
public recreation areas within the downtown.

Marina/Waterfront Areas

Grand Landing
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S E R V I C E / R E S I D E N T I A L
The Service/Residential future land use designation is intended to provide for professional and 
personal services and areas including higher-density development in the City. Located primarily 
along the Beechtree corridor and the Beacon Avenue corridor, this area is comprised of about 49.8 
acres, or about 1.3% of the City’s total land area. This designation recognizes the character of these 
two corridors both of which carry significant traffic volumes, while continuing to accommodate some 
residential land uses.

S o u t h e r n  B e e c h t r e e
The southern portion of the Beechtree corridor includes a mix of multiple-unit development, 
institutional and office uses. It also abuts the industrial land uses that extend to the east along Marion 
and Eaton Streets. Along the west side of the corridor, Grand Haven Area Public Schools have a 
dominant presence with the administrative office, bus facility and playgrounds associated with Griffin 
Elementary School to the west. Interspersed with office uses are a number of well-kept single-family 
residences. These residential properties may be expected to face pressure to convert to uses that can 
take advantage of the Beechtree traffic. Commercial uses should be directed to the retail and auto 
service areas to the north, but personal service uses or office use as well as higher density residential 
uses may be appropriate in this vicinity. Care must be taken in accommodating the conversion of some 
of these properties to higher intensity uses to assure that those uses are effectively buffered with 
landscaping from remaining residential uses and from the established neighborhoods on either side of 
the corridor.

M i d t o w n  U S - 3 1  C o r r i d o r
This is a relatively narrow strip of Service/Residential land use along either side of the roadway 
extending from Franklin on the north to Woodlawn on the south. This six-block strip has 
good exposure to US-31 traffic, but it directly abuts viable low to moderate density residential 
neighborhoods. As a consequence intense commercial uses in this area would not be appropriate and 
less intense uses such as professional offices will need to be effectively buffered with landscaping and 
contained. This will enable these properties to exploit the US-31 frontage without undermining the 
residential aspects of neighboring properties. To accomplish this and to recognize the very constrained 
depth of these parcels, some limited expansion of low intensity uses, such as professional offices may 
be contemplated extending westerly to the railroad and industrial uses. However, large footprint 
development and higher-intensity development should be avoided and development plans should 
include measures to buffer impacts on adjoining residential areas.
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S E R V I C E / C O M M E R C I A L

The Service/Commercial future land use designation is intended to provide for employment and goods 
and services to serve the broader Grand Haven community. This area is comprised of about 283.3 acres, 
or about 7.6% of the City’s total land area. This designation is found in several areas of the community 
and each has its own particular set of characteristics. The following paragraphs present desired vision 
and intent for each area.

S o u t h  U S - 3 1  C o r r i d o r
Extending south along US-31 from Park Street, this area is characterized by larger land uses and a 
conventional suburban pattern. This area includes the largest commercial parcels in the City, some of 
which are devoted to auto sales facilities. It is likely that some of these uses will be replaced by other 
commercial development over the life of this plan and the guidelines of the sub-area plan should be 
used to achieve an attractive and viable reuse of these sites. While new investment in commercial land 
uses may be welcomed in this area, the form of such development should feature high quality finishes 
and landscaping, including outdoor gathering spaces, an inviting mix of uses and linear buildings form 
to mask large footprint structures. In addition, inter-connections between uses should be maintained 
and strengthened as outlined in the Southwest Business Corridor sub-area plan.

Unlike some other future land use designations, the margins of the Service/Commercial use south 
of Park Street should be regarded as relatively rigidly defined. This is because the westerly boundary 
is the railroad and a fairly steep change in elevation that would make a westerly expansion virtually 
impossible. To the east, the Service/Commercial uses transition from moderate to high density 
residential and then from low to moderate residential. This is an appropriate configuration that will be 
observed throughout the life of this plan.

U S - 3 1  a n d  J a c k s o n
This area of the City is characterized by recently developed new, and redeveloped suburban-scale 
shopping and commercial plazas including free-standing and multi-tenant buildings. The development 
is designed to accommodate auto-dependent shoppers and is generally isolated from the remainder of 
the community by high-volume traffic on US-31 and Jackson Street. To the east between Jackson Street 
and the River, uses shift to marina and marine services in keeping with the access to the river. This 
pattern is relatively stable and not likely to change significantly over the life of this plan. Immediately 
southeast of this area is an industrial and heavy commercial area, including the City’s Department of 
Public Works. These uses are viable and will help to contain any expansion of the Service/Commercial 
uses to the east or south.
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T h e  B e e c h t r e e  C o r r i d o r
This largely commercial corridor extends along Beechtree Street from Fulton to Park. To the south, from 
approximately Park to Robbins Road on the west side of the road, the corridor is comprised of a mix of modest-
scale office and institutional uses interspersed with multiple-unit and single-family dwellings and is called out 
in the Service/Residential future land use designation below.

This corridor carries about 12,000 vehicles per day and serves as a vital north-south connector along the 
eastern portion of the City. As such, the mix of uses is appropriate although many of the commercial uses are 
constrained by relatively shallow parcels, especially in the northern portion of the area. Some pressure to 
allow expansion of commercial uses into single-family areas may be expected. This will need to be carefully 
managed and the sub-area plan calls for limited expansions of the commercial uses with inclusion of private 
service drives, hedge rows, or other physical separation to buffer the two uses and help protect adjoining 
neighborhoods.

There is a greater predominance of retail and auto-service uses in the northerly portion of the corridor and 
that pattern should be retained. On the other hand, tendencies to allow those more intense uses to expand to 
the south of Park should be resisted. To the south of Park, there is a significant residential character especially 
along the western frontage and this should be protected from encroachment by commercial uses. 

M a r i n a  a n d  W a t e r f r o n t  A r e a s
The future land use map identifies four areas of the City as Service/Commercial which have a distinctly 
marine-orientation. Land uses in these areas, while commercial in nature, will clearly be dependent on their 
proximity and access to the Grand River channel. These include marinas, boat service and storage businesses, 
charter boat operations and related uses. 

W e s t  R o b b i n s  R o a d
This area extends to the east along Robbins Road from the intersection with US-31 and is planned as “regional 
commercial” which equates to the Service/Commercial future land use designation. This area falls in both 
the City of Grand Haven and in Grand Haven Township and is characterized by suburban-scale commercial 
development. The sub-area plan calls for measures to improve access, interconnectivity, traffic flow and 
building form and design. 
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I N D U S T R I A L

This designation includes areas of the City that are committed to manufacturing, processing, storage and transportation uses. A total of 850 acres, or 
about 22.8% of the City’s land area is planned for industrial uses. These may include some vehicle service facilities and other support functions, but 
the primary objective of the designation is to provide areas for job-generating manufacturing, assembly, research and development uses, as well as 
contractor facilities and uses that may involve outdoor storage or yard operations.

The largest portion of this designation is found to the north and south of the municipal airport in the southeast portion of the City. It is characterized 
by larger lots and some available land to accommodate new industrial investment. The presence of the airport in this vicinity creates some limitations 
on the intensity and especially on the height of uses in this area, but it also may provide some advantages for any aviation-oriented businesses 
interested in a location in the area.

Adjoining the east side of the Beechtree corridor sub-area is an established industrial area. This area is characterized by smaller parcels and some of 
the existing structures may be nearing the end of their useful lives. Over the life of this plan, redevelopment is anticipated and desired in this area. 
This may entail consolidation of parcels, removal and reconstruction of some structures and potentially new public and private investment. This 
process may also entail a shift in land uses from manufacturing, assembly and storage to services, contractor facilities, data facilities or research and 
development facilities. Any combination of such uses may strengthen this area and should be encouraged.

Adjoining the North Beechtree sub-area to the west is a relatively confined area of mixed industrial, heavy commercial and service uses. This area also 
includes the City’s Department of Public Works facility. This area shares some of the characteristics of the western portion of the North Beechtree sub-
area, and likely future uses may complement those in the sub-area. In addition, it is relatively confined by a stable residential area to the south and by 
new commercial development to the west and north. Immediately south of the North Beechtree sub-area is the City’s Wastewater Treatment facility. 
This is included in a small area of industrial future land use as a single-purpose use.

A relatively small and isolated pocket of industrial uses exists immediately south of the downtown along the railroad. The area is confined by existing 
residential development with minimal prospects for expansion. Potential uses in this area may include contractor’s facilities with outdoor storage, 
warehousing and mini-storage or an incubator facility for small-scale manufacturing or assembly operations. While the existing structures may be 
nearing obsolescence, they offer some potential for employment and this site may eventually transition to non-industrial uses. 

Finally, a portion of the Southwest Business Corridor sub-area plan recognizes the industrial characteristics of that area and this future land use plan 
preserves those characteristics. While more detail on this area is provided in that sub-area plan, modest-scale industrial, auto service, contractor 
operations and related facilities should continue and be encouraged in this area. This area also extends south of Robbins Road to include two existing 
manufacturing and office uses that abut the railroad.
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The table at the end of this chapter outlines an approach to guide zoning decisions under this Master 
Plan. It identifies zoning districts that are supported by and compatible with each of the future land 
use designations. It also presents potentially compatible zoning districts and suggests some guidance 
for use by the Planning Commission, the City Council and the public in considering compatibility.

To use this table, the reader must begin with the future land use designation in Column #1. Column 
#2 lists zoning districts that are frequently, but not always, compatible with that future land use 
designation. A request to rezone land to a supporting and compatible zoning district is also listed in 
Column #2 and could be regarded as consistent with this Master Plan if the intent statement of the 
proposed zoning district and the land uses it would allow (either as permitted or as special uses) are 
directly supportive of the policies in this Plan. Of course, this also assumes that the other rezoning 
standards outlined below can be met.

Column #3 suggests some standards the Planning Commission and City Council should consider in 
reaching a decision on a particular request when considering a potentially compatible rezoning. 

These standards are meant as a point of beginning in a rezoning decision, but they should not be 
regarded as the only factors to be considered. There may be extenuating circumstances that could 
apply to any rezoning request and the reader is cautioned to pay attention to existing and potential 
land use conflicts and to changing conditions that could impact a rezoning decision. Typically a 
rezoning request must be considered in light of all of the following standards:

1. Consistency with the Master Plan and future land use plan. As indicated, the following Zoning 
Plan will be helpful in this regard, but needs to be applied in the context of this entire plan, not 
in isolation.

2. Reasonable use for the property as currently zoned. Property owners are entitled to expect that 
a reasonable use may be found for their property but it is not necessarily reasonable to expect 
any use desired if it conflicts with broader public objectives. 

3. More appropriate locations. Whether there are other, more appropriate, locations in the 
community for the proposed zoning. This involves an analysis of the existing land uses, the 
zoning ordinance and the future land use plan, to evaluate whether the community has already 
provided appropriately for a particular class of uses.

4. Potential detrimental effects of a proposed change in zoning on adjoining and surrounding land 
uses.

The Zoning Districts established in the City of Grand Haven Zoning Ordinance and their general 
descriptions and statements of intent are as follows. These descriptions may be used to cross-reference 
to the references in the Zoning Plan on the following pages.

Chapter 14. Zoning Plan
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T h e  l d r ,  l o w - d e n s i t y  R e s i d e n t i a l  D i s t r i c t
This district is intended to provide for relatively low-density single-family residential neighborhoods, 
which predominantly serve families with children. Neighborhoods will be quiet and free of unrelated 
traffic, though limited, low-impact residentially related land uses may be permitted as described below. 
Residential streets will be scaled for compatibility between pedestrians and automobiles; and will 
be lined with attractive landscaping. Except where topographic or other environmental constraints 
preclude such connectivity, streets within the SFR District should be interconnected, although both 
curvilinear and grid patterns are encouraged, some cul-de-sac and collector patterns may be developed.

T h e  M D R ,  M o d e r a t e  D e n s i t y  R e s i d e n t i a l  D i s t r i c t
This district is intended to provide for moderate density single-family residential neighborhoods, with 
two-family dwellings being permitted along key street segments. Neighborhoods shall be quiet and free 
of unrelated traffic, though limited, low-impact residentially related land uses may be permitted as 
described below. Streets within the MDR District shall be interconnected.

T h e  M F R ,  M u lt i p l e  F a m i ly  R e s i d e n t i a l  D i s t r i c t
This district is intended to provide housing opportunities in the form of multi-unit dwellings. These 
types of dwellings typically provide common open space, and provide housing options with certain 
accessory uses such as parks, laundry facilities, workout facilities, and garages, among others. Multiple 
family residential districts provide housing for all types of individuals, including the elderly, singles, 
and families. All multiple family residential districts shall be well integrated with the surrounding 
community, functioning as a transitional zone between single-family residential uses and commercial 
districts. Building size and form shall be compatible to the size and form of neighboring districts and 
adjacent buildings, so as to enhance the available housing options of local residents without disrupting 
the continuity and character of the existing neighborhood. Lighting and sign standards shall also 
remain consistent with those in residential districts, so as to create a seamless transition from one 
district to the next.

T h e  D R ,  D u n e  R e s i d e n t i a l  D i s t r i c t 
This district is characterized by steep topographical slopes, sandy soils, and a variety of single-family 
architectural styles. The greatest natural resources within these neighborhoods are the views of 
Lake Michigan, sensitive sand dunes and woodland areas. The intent of this district is to preserve 
the character of the neighborhoods and resources of the dunes for the enjoyment of residents and 
visitors alike. Development in this district should be scaled primarily for relatively densely-formed 
single-family neighborhoods with some multi-unit facilities carefully sited to be consistent in look and 
performance with a single-family area.

New development and improvements or renovations in this district shall be consistent with the 
current character of the respective communities as well as respectful to the views historically enjoyed 
by property owners. Due to the small size and irregular shape of many lots in the Dune Residential 
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districts, building siting standards are intended to take advantage of limited space through flexible 
building envelopes, while protecting sensitive dune areas and view corridor sight lines, to as 
reasonable and extent as possible. 

Protecting dunes and views of Lake Michigan without sacrificing the integrity of the neighborhood 
will be more important than rigid site design standards, such as deep setbacks, building height or style 
requirements. Nevertheless, new development and improvements shall be generally consistent with 
and in keeping with the current character of the community. 

T h e  N S ,  N o r t h  S h o r e  D i s t r i c t
This district is intended to respect the unique natural setting of the northern side of the Grand River 
channel and the Lake Michigan shoreline adjoining the Kitchel-Lindquist Dunes Natural Preserve. 
The locale, while sensitive, is ideal for low-density single-family residential neighborhoods, which 
predominantly serve families with and without children. Neighborhoods will be quiet and free of 
unrelated traffic, though limited, low-impact residentially related land uses may be permitted as 
described below. The area is not likely to be served with public wastewater service, so densities will be 
low. Except where topographic or other environmental constraints preclude such connectivity, streets 
within the NS District should be interconnected.

T h e  S ,  S o u t h s i d e  D i s t r i c t 
This district exhibits many of the City’s finest examples of historic residential architecture including 
Italianate and Queen Anne styles. As such, these structures, when located on major transit routes, such 
as on Franklin, are appropriate for low impact, non-residential uses such as small-scale retail, office 
and bed and breakfast facilities. Carriage houses provide additional space for residential and small-
scale retail, office and bed and breakfast facilities, and shall be encouraged to remain. Maintaining 
historic structures is the intent of this district by allowing for adaptive reuse from residential to small 
scale commercial and office uses. 

This district is generally bounded on the north by the south side of Franklin, Howard to the south, 
Harbor to the west and Beacon to the east. Ensuring the stability of the neighborhood is paramount. 
The Southside district shall be zoned for single-family detached residential dwellings conforming 
to the existing and predominant land use. Office, commercial, or retail uses shall only be permitted 
along key street segments such as Franklin and 5th, 6th, 7th Streets. All new infill and redevelopment 
along key street segments shall be constructed to resemble the historic architectural styles through 
the use of selected building materials, building elements, and building placement standards, which 
characterize the Southside District.
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T h e  E ,  E a s t o w n  D i s t r i c t
This district is characterized by a predominance of single-family dwellings of a historic, pre- and 
immediately post- WW II character. Within walking distance to Washington Square, the Eastown 
District is a neighborhood accessible to services, parks, and schools. Most homes have front porches 
extending into the front yard setback, street trees, and garages. Alley access is provided on several 
blocks of the Eastown District. The primary intent of this district is to foster and maintain a 
neighborhood consisting largely of single-family detached homes arranged in a traditional grid street 
pattern with modest setbacks and strong pedestrian orientation.

T h e  O T,  O l d  T o w n  D i s t r i c t 
This district serves as a gateway to the City’s Central Business District. With a mix of land uses, the 
Old Town district will provide residential uses, as well as service oriented commercial business along 
primary transit routes. Generally bounded by Beacon to the east, the Grand River to the north, Harbor 
to the west and Fulton to the south, the Old Town district transitions from medium intensity uses along 
major corridors, to a modest residential neighborhood consisting of single-family detached residential 
dwellings with front porches, pitched roofs and narrow lots. The Old Town district will continue to 
provide housing opportunities for all income levels, helping to sustain small retail nodes and the 
Central Business District.

Walkability, connectivity and historic integrity are key attributes of the Old Town area. Flanked by 
the Central Business District and US-31, the Old Town district may experience pressure to convert its 
single family residential and small-scale commercial nodes to multi-family and large scale commercial. 
Instead, the Old Town district will be a place for maintaining modest single family detached residential, 
and for nurturing small-scale businesses, such as personal service establishments, cafes, and offices. In 
Old Town, sidewalks and the boardwalk will provide safe and convenient non-motorized connections 
to other parts of the City. Development in this district should be scaled primarily for relatively densely 
formed single-family neighborhoods with some multi-unit facilities carefully sited to be consistent in 
appearance and performance with a single-family area.

T h e  N M U ,  N e i g h b o r h o o d  M i x e d  U s e  D i s t r i c t
This district offers pedestrian-oriented, mixed use buildings with plentiful windows featuring large 
window openings and architecture that embrace the City’s history. The convenience of nearby services 
and institutional uses creates an appealing sense of community and establishes the NMU District 
areas as neighborhood destinations. An appropriate mix of uses will generate low-impact retail and 
commercial activity at the street level, while providing for offices and residential dwellings in the upper 
stories. The form of development in the NMU District is well established and is embraced by the City 
of Grand Haven. As such, this district will ensure the health, safety, general welfare, and sense of place 
and community of Washington Square and Centertown by regulating the form of development and its 
relationship with the existing respective neighborhoods.
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T h e  O S ,  O f f i c e  S e r v i c e  D i s t r i c t 

The intent of the OS, Office-Service District is to support office uses along transit routes, while provid-
ing a transition from residential to higher intensity uses. Where single-family detached dwellings exist 
in the Office-service District, adaptive reuse of these dwellings for office-service uses is encouraged. 
Where new development occurs, it will be compatible with residential neighborhoods using building 
height limitations, setbacks, and lot coverage standards. The transition from residential to office-ser-
vice uses is marked by landscape buffers including berms, or evergreen screening. Lighting, signage, 
and parking lots shall be designed to have a minimum impact on residential uses. 

T h e  C B ,  C e n t r a l  B u s i n e s s  D i s t r i c t 
This district will serve as the primary identity for the City of Grand Haven. It will serve as a healthy 
social and economic environment for year-round residents, visitors, and tourists. The Central Business 
District will be a pedestrian oriented place with active street life, healthy retail, and common space 
for community gatherings and waterfront activities. It will be friendly and charming, a place where 
people of all ages gather for social, shopping, and recreational reasons. Street level activities will focus 
on restaurants and shopping while the upper stories of downtown will provide a diverse range of 
office space and urban-style housing, accommodating a broad range of residences. As outlined in the 
Downtown Vision Plan, all public areas within the CB district shall be considered central locations of 
social and public activity, year-round. All buildings within the district shall contribute to creating a 
relatively continuous street wall to create a pedestrian oriented sense of enclosure and place. Building 
heights and signage may vary from one property to the next; however a general consistency shall be 
retained in order to create a continuous sense of character within the district. Sidewalks, pedestrian 
pathways, and parking areas shall give particular attention to streetscape/landscape continuity and 
lighting. 

T h e  C ,  C o m m e r c i a l  D i s t r i c t
The intent of the C, Commercial District is to serve the needs of the West Michigan region. This 
includes establishments, which although they serve primarily a surrounding neighborhood, could also 
serve a larger trade or service area. This district tends to generate more traffic since most users will 
arrive at these commercial businesses in an automobile and typically park once. Existing lots within 
this district are large enough to accommodate large-scale retailers, requiring extensive parking, and 
sometimes including shopping centers with smaller developable retail pads and attached commercial 
developments. Office-service uses are compatible with the purpose of the district as long as adequate 
and convenient automobile parking can be provided for both the office and the retail merchandising 
activity. 
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T h e  B ,  B e e c h t r e e  D i s t r i c t 
This district accommodates light industrial uses and service commercial uses in an automobile 
oriented environment. The B district will develop as a vibrant corridor providing an eclectic mix of 
retail sales, office buildings, and light-industrial facilities. The purpose and intent of the B District is to 
foster the enhancement, accessibility, and function of businesses, which meet the service needs of the 
surrounding residential and industrial areas.

T h e  W F,  W a t e r f r o n t  D i s t r i c t
This district is intended to provide for open space in the form of parks or other general land preserves 
along lake or river shorelines with the intent of preserving and maintaining natural characteristics of 
those areas. Marinas and marina related accessory uses shall be permitted, as well as restaurants so long 
as dimensional and natural feature protection standards are met. Overall, this district is intended to 
support water related development, and to provide ample opportunities for public access with a balance 
of recreational and retail opportunities along the waterfront. 

T h e  W F - 2  W a t e r f r o n t  D i s t r i c t 
This district is intended to provide for the positive redevelopment of the east side of Harbor Drive from 
Howard to First Street. This district lies at the foot of the downtown and spans an area that is utilized 
for community festivals, recreation, viewing the Musical Fountain, and appreciating the view of the 
Grand River channel all the way out to the Grand Haven lighthouse. Harbor Drive is the main point 
of entry for the State Park and City Beach, and development along this road is visible from the water. 
Therefore, this district defines the impression of Grand Haven for residents and visitors alike. 

The Old Town and Southside neighborhoods adjoin the WF-2 District. These neighborhoods are 
locally designated Historical Districts and are among the first areas settled in Grand Haven. The WF-2 
District must therefore provide a context sensitive transition between the activities on the waterfront 
and the immediately adjacent residential neighborhoods. The Waterfront Strategic Plan outlines 
a comprehensive vision for this key portion of the community and will be used as guidance by the 
Planning Commission and property owners in evaluating design and redevelopment proposals.

It is recognized that the public sight lines of the City are a shared resource of relatively fixed supply 
and thus must be regulated in a manner that reasonably balances the use afforded to private property 
owners with the rights of the general public. New development within the WF-2 District will require 
designs that provide special consideration for public site lines. While recognizing the desire of those 
owning property to capitalize on its value, especially property near or on the waterfront, this Article 
also seeks to assure that the uses of such property and the size, quality, character, dimensions, of the 
structures built on that property positively enhance the essential character of the community. 
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T h e  C C ,  C i v i c  C e n t e r  D i s t r i c t 
This district is intended to form the institutional and governmental core of the community, specifically 
intended to accommodate the concentration of municipal and public facilities in the Hilltop area of 
the City. This district will be comprised of governmental offices and general office buildings, parks and 
places of public assembly and will be non-commercial in nature. Structures in the district will generally 
be larger iconic forms, built around a government square, with good sidewalk exposure, yet formed to 
accommodate automobile access as the regional governmental center. Plazas, parks and outdoor spaces 
will create an efficient yet inviting space for the civic activities of the community.

T h e  T I ,  T r a n s i t i o n a l  I n d u s t r i a l  D i s t r i c t 
This district is intended to allow a mix of commercial, service commercial and light industrial 
activities, which can be compatible with some non-industrial uses such as live/work facilities and 
entertainment uses. The TI district will include good accessibility to safely accommodate pedestrian 
and bicycle traffic with automobiles and commercial vehicles. This district is intended to allow for the 
transition from traditional industrial uses to commercial, retail, residential and some live/work uses. 

T h e  I ,  I n d u s t r i a l  D i s t r i c t 
This district is intended to accommodate commercial uses unsuited to other districts, as well as 
wholesale activities, warehouses, and manufacturing and assembly operations whose external, physical 
effects are restricted to the area of the district and are well-matched to the surrounding uses. The 
I District is intended to permit, along with any specified uses, the manufacturing, compounding, 
processing, packaging, assembly, or treatment of finished or semi-finished products from previously 
prepared material. It is further intended that activities involving the processing of raw material be 
entirely enclosed and that all uses conform to the performance standards of this Ordinance. Uses 
within the I District will generally be employment generators.

It is the intent of this district to provide sufficient space for current or future needs for manufacturing 
and wholesaling or related uses while preserving the general character of the community. 

S p e c i a l i z e d  D i s t r i c t s
The zoning ordinance provides for a Planned Development district pursuant to Section 503 of 
the Michigan Zoning Enabling Act. This district is founded on specific plan of development or 
redevelopment and may include a broad range of uses and design provisions. In addition, the ordinance 
provides for a Sensitive Area Overlay to apply to areas specifically defined as having unique features 
that may require protection from the impacts of development.
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For a Master Plan to truly impact growth and development, it must be followed and carried out. The 
following strategies are established to implement the goals, objectives and land use recommendations 
of this Plan. These strategies may be regarded as initial implementation efforts and it is recognized that 
long-range policies in this plan may require other, multi-faceted efforts to carry it out.

These strategies also recognize that, while the City of Grand Haven may need to initiate some 
strategies, it must also have the support and cooperation of a broad range of other participants to 
fully carry out most strategies. These other participants may include private land owners, neighboring 
jurisdictions, and county or state agencies. When appropriate, implementation measures may include 
new or amended ordinances, policies or operational procedures. Typically, these measures are within 
the scope of the City’s authority, while others may require support and cooperation. Some may be 
undertaken with little cost or effort while others may imply sizable investment.

Nevertheless, all of these strategies, and the others implied in the text are important as they contribute 
individual elements that will help build the overall vision of Grand Haven expressed in this Plan.

I M M E D I A T E  Z O N I N G  O R D I N A N C E  A M E N D M E N T S

The Zoning Ordinance is the primary implementation mechanism for this Plan. In 2007, the City 
undertook a comprehensive revision of the Zoning Ordinance and that effort included many policies 
that are directly supported by this plan. In a few instances, however, this plan expands on the direction 
established in the Zoning Ordinance revision and the following adjustments may be regarded as further 
refinement of some of those policies which have become apparent through the planning process. 

This strategy contemplates refinements and adoption of at least the following six amendments (in no 
particular order).

I m m e d i a t e  A m e n d m e n t  A :
Adjust the transitional industrial as it applies to the SW Business Corridor and to the North Beechtree 
Redevelopment Area to accommodate uses consistent with those sub-area plans. While it is possible 
that redevelopment in either area may be undertaken through the Planned Development mechanism, 
property owners are also able to apply the “by right” and “special land uses” in these districts. 
A few may not be appropriate in one district but could be appropriate in the other. For example, 
warehousing, is a relatively low-intensity use that could undermine the objectives of North Beechtree. 
But warehousing could be appropriate for the SW Business Corridor. 

I m m e d i a t e  A m e n d m e n t  B :
Strengthen Beacon cross-access and landscaping standards in keeping with the SW business corridor 
sub-area plan. Cross-access provisions address the inter-connectivity between uses on the busy Beacon 

Chapter 15. Implementation plan
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corridor. In some places, access between uses is not possible without re-entering traffic on Beacon. The 
Zoning Ordinance may be adjusted to require and/or encourage interconnectivity as new development 
or renovation occurs.

In addition, the SW Business Corridor sub-area plan celebrates the green aspect of the Beacon median, 
but suggests that some of the lawn areas on the west side of the street could be improved with low 
profile plantings to screen parking lots, without inhibiting the visibility of the businesses. Landscape 
standards along this corridor should be evaluated in keeping with this strategy and adjusted as 
appropriate.

I m m e d i a t e  A m e n d m e n t  C :
Establish maximum building footprint, architectural standards or use standards for NMU district to 
protect Centertown from intrusive, out-of-character large scale uses. This strategy emerged as part of 
the Centertown sub-area plan and a concern that the neighborhood could be negatively impacted by 
“franchise architecture” or uses that are inappropriately out of scale with the surrounding patterns. 

I m m e d i a t e  A m e n d m e n t  D :
Add Senior Assisted Living Facilities as a special use on key streets in the Office Service zoning district 
and establish Robbins Road, west of Beacon as a key street. The SW Business Corridor plan recognizes 
the potential of the southerly portion of that neighborhood adjoining Robbins Road for an assisted 
living facility. This area is zoned Office Service and office uses are also appropriate. The ordinance 
includes standards to treat Senior Assisted Living as a special land use and, if they were permitted 
in the Office Service district but limited to Key Street Segments, it would enable the potential 
development on this site, provided that the segment of Robbins Road from Beacon to about 1,000 feet 
west is designated as a Key Street.

I m m e d i a t e  A m e n d m e n t  E :
Evaluate the frontage on Beacon between Fulton and Franklin which is currently zoned Commercial to 
determine whether these parcels should be zoned Neighborhood Mixed Use or whether this stretch of 
Beacon should be designated a Key Street. This area is reflected in the future land use plan as falling 
in the Traditional Neighborhood Mixed Use area and many of the uses permitted in the Commercial 
district could support that future vision. However, a few of the special land uses (i.e., Motel, Open 
Air Business, Sexually Oriented Business) may not be appropriate in this location. Further, this area 
is constrained by the small parcels that front Beacon and the relatively shallow depth. These lot 
sizes are more in keeping with the Traditional Neighborhood Mixed Use and, the more compatible 
zoning district would be Neighborhood Mixed Use. In addition, the Neighborhood Mixed Use district 
includes much more explicit site and building placement standards and building form standards that 
are intended to foster and maintain a traditional mixed use neighborhood as opposed to the lesser 
standards of the auto-oriented Commercial district. An important consideration in this analysis will be 
the extent of any nonconforming properties or uses that might be created if the zoning were changed.
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S u p p o r t e d  G o a l s  a n d  O b j e c t i v e s
This strategy will put in place important zoning tools that address key policies in the Plan. 

Key agencies and officials: 	 Planner, Planning Commission and City Council

Desired outcome: 			  Greater consistency between zoning standards and policies in the Plan

Resources required: 		  Staff time

Timeframe: 			   Short term, completion in less than 12 months

M I D - T E R M  E V A L U A T I O N  O F  Z O N I N G  O R D I N A N C E  A M E N D M E N T S 

Evaluate possible zoning ordinance refinements for feasibility and effectiveness. Like the first set of 
adjustments, this strategy recognizes the primacy of the Zoning Ordinance in plan implementation. 
The following listing of potential amendments are drawn from the goals and objectives, the sub-area 
plans and the future land use descriptions. These are important to the plan, but may require further 
study, refinement and adjustment prior to implementation. As such, they are contemplated as mid-
term adjustments. 

M i d - t e r m  A m e n d m e n t  A
Prepare a Centertown design pattern book and incorporate by reference into general provisions. The 
purpose of this strategy would be to work with a group of local stakeholders to refine realistic and 
useful development and design standards for the Centertown area. These will preserve the area’s 
existing unique personality while creating some visual and character connections with the downtown. 
Such a pattern book may be incorporated by reference into the Zoning Ordinance or it may be used as 
merely a guidance document.

M i d - t e r m  A m e n d m e n t  B :
Evaluate the Planned Development (PD) language to identify ways to expand its use in fostering mixed 
use developments. The Planned Development provisions are primarily intended to permit flexibility 
in the application of zoning standards where a demonstrated benefit to the community that will 
result from such flexibility. In some instances this may involve a mix of uses while in other cases the 
flexibility may be limited to adjustments in dimensional standards. There is much evidence that a 
mix of uses creates a more vibrant and interesting urban environment and the PD standards may be 
evaluated to provide incentives to achieve this greater mix. 

M i d - t e r m  A m e n d m e n t  C :
Evaluate the market and regulatory standards for small boutique hotels and identify ways to encourage 
their expansion in appropriate areas through regulatory adjustments. The hospitality and tourism 
aspects of the local economy are well appreciated and understood. However, there is little support for 
large-scale, resort oriented hotel development and the limited tourism season suggests that smaller-
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scale or boutique operations may be a better fit. In response to this, hotels were added as a Special 
Land Use in the Neighborhood Mixed Use zoning district. This strategy will include working with 
local businesspersons in the hospitality industry to gain a better understanding of development and 
operational constraints and potential adjustments the City may make in its regulatory framework to aid 
such businesses.

M i d - t e r m  A m e n d m e n t  D :
Develop design standards, or a design pattern book for the Robbins Road Corridor in conjunction with 
Grand Haven Charter Township and incorporate by reference into the General Provisions of the Zoning 
Ordinance. This strategy calls for the formation of a task force of local stakeholders to work with the 
City and Township in characterizing the appropriate patterns of development and building form and to 
memorialize related standards in the respective zoning ordinances. 

M i d - t e r m  A m e n d m e n t  E :
Evaluate and adjust standards for on-site wind and solar energy to further encourage their use. With 
increasing emphasis on renewable energy, energy independence, and reduction of “greenhouse gasses” 
this strategy will examine the existing standards that regulate solar and wind energy systems with the 
objective of encouraging such systems whenever possible. 

M i d - t e r m  A m e n d m e n t  F :
Evaluate and develop stronger standards for low impact development forms in the City. Low impact 
development standards relate primarily to stormwater management, natural feature protection and 
energy efficiency. Just as parking standards have been revised to account for low impact design, the site 
and building standards of the Zoning Ordinance will be evaluated to identify areas where adjustments 
could be made which will reduce the impact of development on surface water and groundwater and on 
natural areas.

M i d - t e r m  A m e n d m e n t  G :
Consider the expansion of the Traditional Neighborhood Mixed Use District adjacent to downtown and 
along Washington Boulevard to encourage greater housing and retail opportunities. This process seeks 
to better integrate the east and west sides of Beacon Boulevard, tying both sides of the community 
together. 

M i d - t e r m  A m e n d m e n t  H :
Consider the designation of Mixed Use Redevelopment east of Beacon Boulevard and north of Fulton 
Street. This follows the desire for greater connectivity with the Grand River waterfront and enhances 
the northern gateway into the community.
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M i d - t e r m  A m e n d m e n t  I :
Consider the designation of Mixed Use Redevelopment along South Beacon Boulevard in the Southwest 
Beacon Boulevard Sub-Area. This provides an environment that encourages redevelopment of large-
scale commercial lots and legacy industrial sites with the intent to provide sufficient buffers for the 
surrounding residential neighborhoods.

S u p p o r t e d  G o a l s  a n d  O b j e c t i v e s
This strategy will also put in place important zoning tools that address key policies in the Plan. 

Key agencies and officials: 	 Planner, potentially consultants, Planning Commission and  
				    City Council

Desired outcome: 			  Greater consistency between zoning standards and policies in the Plan

Resources required: 		  Staff time and potential consulting fees

Timeframe: 			   Short to intermediate term, completion in 12 to 36 months

R E F I N E  A N D  I M P L E M E N T  S U B  A R E A  P L A N  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

Each of the six sub-area plans included in the previous Master Plan identified a number of policy and 
design elements and they also include general and specific implementation recommendations. Most, 
if not all, of the strategies are presented in summary form and require further thought and evaluation 
prior to implementation. While each area is different, the implementation process typically involves 
convening a steering committee and working with a planning consultant to analyze the study area 
and engage with stakeholders. This process can be summarized as outlined below. The goal will be 
to evaluate the implementation strategies of each plan and refine the implementation process, as 
appropriate. In general, these activities will include:

S u b - A r e a  P l a n  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n  A :
Develop a work plan for each neighborhood and general strategy outline. This may be accomplished by 
the staff and it will involve outlining specific work steps, any resources needed to carry them out and 
the individuals, stakeholders or agencies that need to be involved.

S u b - A r e a  P l a n  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n  B :
Form a work group (constituent base) for each area. In most instances, the proposed changes will 
impact existing land uses and businesses. If there is not already in place an existing constituent 
working group (i.e., such as a neighborhood association), one should be formed to assure that the 
outcome of the sub-area plan is as responsive as possible to the objectives of the Master Plan and to 
local desires.
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S u b - A r e a  P l a n  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n  C :
Expand and refine the work plan with the work group. Before implementation can occur, the working 
group will need to embrace the work plan and this may entail further adjustment and refinement of 
the steps identified in Sub-Area Plan Recommendation A.

S u b - A r e a  P l a n  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n  D :
Identify and secure the needed resources to implement the planning process.

S u b - A r e a  P l a n  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n  E :
Begin implementation as appropriate.

G o a l s  o r  o b j e c t i v e s  s u p p o r t e d
This directly supports the key policy elements of each sub-area plan.

Key agencies and officials: 		  Planner, potentially consultants, neighborhood  
					     representatives, Planning Commission and City Council.

Desired outcome: 				   Implementation of the plan design and policies and 		
					     implementation strategies of each sub-area plan.

Resources required: 			   Staff time, potential consulting fees and additional 		
					     expenditures as outlined in each sub-area plan.

Timeframe:				    Intermediate to long term, completion in 36 to 72 months.

Appendix: Additional information including Sub-Area Plans, Coastal Processes Documentation, and 
Additional Maps can be found in the separate Grand Haven Master Plan Appendix.






