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Kent County, Michigan narrowly avoided a catastrophic event in April 2013. Rain fell 

relentlessly for days and the Grand River, the state’s longest river, breached its banks. Hundreds of 

homes sustained damage while emergency crews scrambled to rescue stranded citizens. Ducks and 

fish started swimming past the windows of office buildings in the county seat of Downtown Grand 

Rapids. Flood waters threatened to submerge major employment hubs, public utilities as well as the 

resting place of President Gerald R. Ford and his wife Betty. With still four more inches of rain 

predicted to fall, hundreds of volunteers filled 40,000 sand bags to protect riverside residents and 

businesses. Fortunately, the forecasted rain never fell. 

“This should be a wake-up call,” a National Weather Service hydrologist told The Grand Rapids 

Press. “This was a big deal, that did a lot of damage, and it was less than a 25-year flood event. The 

consequences will be catastrophic if we don’t do something.” 

The Grand Strategy, presented here by a coalition of Kent County communities in partnership 

with the State of Michigan, is the region’s response. The Strategy is an innovative blueprint to 

better protect, enhance and connect vulnerable communities along a 40-mile stretch of the Grand 

River as it flows through the heart of Michigan’s second largest population center. The Strategy is 

designed to minimize if not eliminate the costly risks of extreme flooding by driving the river’s 

transformation from a gray industrialized liability into a green and distinct economic, ecological and 

social asset. 

The time to invest in this holistic and forward-thinking strategy to strengthen regional resilience 

is now. Signs of disruptive change are plain to see. Kent County and Grand Rapids, for example, 

anchor a region of 1.5 million people and the population continues to expand. The effects of climate 

change have already started here, with a 16% increase in the annual average rainfall in the area in the 
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last 60 years. This trend is expected to continue or accelerate, as projections predict more frequent 

flash downpours and higher flood levels.  

The region’s physical geography presents another challenge. Kent County is uniquely situated 

where three major tributaries join the main stem of the Grand River, effectively tripling the amount 

of water rushing down the Grand as it moves towards the City of Grand Rapids, where FEMA deems 

the local flood protection system deficient. Flooding is a regional problem for Kent County and The 

Grand Strategy advances a complementary set of integrated regional solutions.   

Rather than fight a losing battle against nature, The Grand Strategy relies on restoring and 

working within the natural environment to dramatically decrease the risk of debilitating and 

expensive flood disasters. This Phase 2  NDRC submission explains the science-based need, 

solutions and investments to implement The Strategy, which is organized into four strategic 

priorities:  1) Strengthening Urban Resilience; 2) Preserving and Enhancing the Floodplain; 3) 

Promoting Resilient Housing; and 4) Restoring Streams and Wetlands and Minimizing Pollution. 

More specifically, the scope of work includes but is not limited to the following key objectives: 

 Removing five obsolete dams to lower the river’s flood elevation through the urban core and 

restore the City of Grand Rapids’ namesake whitewater rapids. 

 Transforming the banks of the Grand River through the urban core from a gray-to-green flood 

protection system capable of handling a 500-year flood event while simultaneously expanding 

mixed-use development prospects, public parks and river access, and recreational opportunities. 

 Enhancing the flood retention capacity of 1,500+ acres of land. 

 Rehabbing up to 200 housing units to promote energy efficiency and healthy home values. 

 Building 160 miles of “green” streets and corridors to simultaneously connect people to their 

riverfront and slow the flow of storm water to the Grand River. 
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 Restoring 92 acres of wetlands to capture and distribute storm water more evenly over the 

floodplain.   

 Rehabbing 25 miles of streams and installing 12 miles of conservation buffers to reduce erosion 

and mitigate the movement of sediment.  

When fully implemented, The Grand Strategy will not only help strengthen the region’s 

resilience, stave off disaster and protect the community’s most vulnerable populations, it will 

significantly expand green infrastructure and amenities, elevate the quality life, catalyze private 

investment and spur new housing and job opportunities.  The Grand Strategy promises to help 

drive the region’s next generation growth and prosperity (see “MImapimages”). 

The State of Michigan believes The Grand Strategy presents a new, collaborative and 

replicable model to strengthen regional resiliency. The Strategy holds important ramifications for 

population centers like Detroit, Flint, and Kalamazoo, as well as other Michigan and Great Lakes 

communities located on river- and water-fronts and at risk of similar freshwater flood threats. The 

Strategy will demonstrate new environmental restoration and flood protection ideas, and help 

practitioners understand what works and for what targeted areas and populations. 

The key partners leading the organization and implementation of The Grand Strategy are Kent 

County, the City of Grand Rapids, the City of Wyoming, and the State of Michigan. The total 

estimated investment required is $553,459,687. The project partners to date have identified 

$320,478,498 in direct and supporting leverage. The partners respectfully request $232,981,189 to 

close the implementation funding gap.  

NDRC funds primarily would be used to support the deployment of a regional set of strategies 

that will remove some of the risks associated with the river and ensure the region survives – and 

thrives – through the next big flood by resilient design. 


