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           UNAPPROVED MINUTES 

 

 

MEETING OF THE DOWNTOWN DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY 

 

October 9, 2013 
 

 

1. Call to Order – The meeting was called to order at 8:31 a.m. by Chair Brian Harris.   

 

2. Attendance            

 

Present:  Kayem Dunn, Dr. Wendy Falb, Jane Gietzen, Brian Harris, Elissa Hillary, 

Mayor George Heartwell, Jim Talen, Rick Winn  

 

Absent:  None 

 

Others Present:  Kristopher Larson (Executive Director), Mary Sierawski (DDA 

Executive Asst/Office Manager), Jana Wallace (DDA Treasurer), Eric Pratt, Tim Kelly, 

Mandy Cech, Bill Kirk, Kimberly VanDriel, Renata Horvath (staff), Ingrid Jensen 

(YWCA), Mike DeVries (DeVries Development), Jay Steffen (City of GR Planning), 

Suzanne Schulz (City of GR Planning), Ron Wheaton, Michelle Marinos, Megan Lasley 

(GVSU Planning class), Jim Harger (Mlive Media Group), David Czurak (GRBJ) and 

others.  

 

3. Approval of Minutes of September 11, 2013 

 

Motion:  Mayor George Heartwell, supported by Jane Gietzen, moved approval of the 

minutes of the September 11, 2013 DDA meeting as presented.  Motion carried 

unanimously. 

 

4. Presentation of Preliminary September 30, 2013 Financials 

 

Ms. Wallace provided preliminary financial statements for the one month period ending 

September 30, 2013, including:  Statement A: Balance Sheet; Statement B: Comparison 

of FY2014 Budget vs Results; Statement C: Statement of Project Expenditures; and 

Statement D: Schedule of September, 2013 Expenditures.  

 

In September, the City Treasurer distributed the summer ad valorem personal property 

tax increment revenues.  The Authority has sufficient cash to support budgeted 

expenditures.   

 

Motion:  Jane Gietzen, supported by Rick Winn, moved to approve Statement D:   

Schedule of September, 2013 Expenditures as recommended.  Motion carried 

unanimously.  
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5. Authorize Underground Parking Feasibility Contract 

 

Mr. Kelly shared that on May 8, 2013, the DDA Board approved the Arena South 

Visioning Plan (Plan).  Among the priorities in the Plan was a recommendation to 

complete a study to determine if underground parking is feasible in the Arena South 

Area.  Underground parking is extremely important from both an urban design and 

economic development perspective.  Not only does it preserve prime real estate and more 

intensive and beneficial land uses, but it also removes parking from street frontages for 

an improved pedestrian environment.  Both of these elements improve the marketability 

of development sites, and the additional square footage gained by moving parking 

underground offers the potential for increased tax revenue for the City.  Mr. Kelly 

presented slides comparing the estimates of economic activity between an area with 

underground parking versus an area with parking ramps.  Mayor Heartwell asked about 

the cost per space between above ground and underground parking.  Mr. Kelly responded 

that part of the study is to answer that questions and obtain further data.  Mr. Harris asked 

what the delta is over the life of the structure and the initial cost and if these are numbers 

we can estimate prior to the study.  Mr. Kelly said the study will help us understand what 

the characteristics are underneath the developments.  Mr. Harris asked if there could be 

some preliminary numbers produced to estimate the gross cost and the life of that and the 

delta year after year.  Mr. Larson added that going underground will be more expensive 

but that we need to understand how to amortize that cost.  Mr. Larson said that putting 

parking underground could potentially create hundreds of millions of dollars in net 

benefits over the course of time.  Mr. Winn asked if the study is looking at an all or 

nothing scenario or if it is possible to put spaces underground partially.  Mr. Kelly said 

that this study is looking at only underground parking, but mixed use could be a 

possibility.  Ms. Gietzen asked if we have an understanding of how much parking is 

required or if we are just amassing parking.  Mr. Larson replied that there is no magical 

number of what is needed and in the upcoming Downtown Plan those sorts of questions 

will be addressed.  The Downtown Plan will also take a look at mobility options and what 

the City’s parking philosophy is now and moving forward.  This study is solely looking at 

the feasibility of underground parking in this area.  Mr. Winn added that there are 

guidelines that developers use to establish parking needs.  Ms. Hillary said that she’s 

supportive of this concept and it’s a crucial step in creating a walkable downtown.  Ms. 

Hillary asked what the geographic area is for this study.  Mr. Kelly responded that it’s 

broken down by each individual area.  Mayor Heartwell said that smart cities are giving 

equal rate to transit options over parking options and that this is something we need to 

continue to think about and have conversation about.  Mayor Heartwell also added that 

the Arena South areas used to be a rail yard and there may be certain soil conditions in 

those areas.  Mr. Kelly said that funding will come from the Arena South implementation 

line item of the FY14 priority plan and that at the Parking Services Commission meeting 

they will be asked to fund fifty percent of this study.  Mr. Winn asked if we are required 

to use Parking Services to manage potential new parking ramps.  Mr. Larson responded 

that if the DDA owns the ramp, then we are not required to have Parking Services 

manage the space or engage in a contractual relationship with Parking Services.  Mr. 

Larson added there’s interest by the Parking Department and that they are exploring 
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opportunities to expand their enterprise and are interested in the outcomes of this study.   

Mayor Heartwell asked if Parking Services decided not to participate in the funding of 

the study, if the DDA Board will cover the entire funding of the study.  Mr. Kelly said 

that this is budgeted in the FY14 priority plan for the entire amount.  Mayor Heartwell 

added he wants to make sure that Parking Services recognizes that they have a role in this 

process and that it’s important that all parties participate.  The timeline being proposed 

for this study is two months from issuance of contract.   

 

Motion: Kayem Dunn, supported by Rick Winn, moved to authorize the Executive 

Director, following a review by DDA legal counsel, to enter into a contract with Carl 

Walker, Inc. to complete an underground parking feasibility study and further the goals 

of the Arena South Visioning Plan.  Motion carried unanimously.   

 

6. Approve BRIP for 25 Sheldon SE - YWCA 

 

Mr. Kelly presented a request from the YWCA for a $75,000 BRIP grant and a $19,500 

SIIP grant.  Both the BRIP and SIIP requests meet their respective program guidelines 

and further the program objectives.  Mr. Kelly introduced Mike DeVries who spoke 

about the project.  Mr. DeVries said that the YWCA services the community in a 

comprehensive way and provides a safe place for people to utilize counseling services 

among other services offered.  Mr. DeVries said that the YWCA Board President and the 

CEO and Director of Development and Communications are both present to answer any 

additional questions.  The YWCA is committed to remaining in the Downtown area and 

some of the uses of the BRIP grant would be put towards updates to the counseling 

offices, creating a barrier free environment, LEED components, and overall operational 

efficiency. The SIIP grant would be used towards a new sidewalk, decorative paver, 

street lights, and trees.  Mr. Kelly said the funding would come from the Non Tax fund 

concerning the LEED work only, and the rest would come from the Tax Revenue fund 

within the priority plan.  Mayor Heartwell encouraged them to seek LEED certification if 

they are installing LEED components and reiterated that the certification is very 

important.  Tom Nemitz, the project architect, responded that they are going to apply for 

the Silver LEED certification to at least get the building certified in that regard.  Ms. 

Dunn added that she is very committed to this project and is a member of the 

endorsement council for the YWCA and added that the DDA Board should do what it can 

to support this project.  Ms. Dunn is not required to abstain from voting per legal 

counsel’s advice.   

 

Motion: Mayor Heartwell, supported by Jane Gietzen, moved to approve the YWCA’s 

requests for a $75,000 Building Reuse Incentive Program Grant and a $19,500 

Streetscape Improvement Incentive Program Grant for the redevelopment of 25 Sheldon 

Boulevard.  Motion carried unanimously.   
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7. Approve Downtown Plan Consultant Selection Committee 

 

Mr. Larson shared that staff has been working towards the Downtown Planning 

document and after review by appropriate City departments, leadership, and partner 

organizations, the DDA issued a public Request for Proposals (RFP) on August 28, 2013, 

for consulting services for the upcoming Downtown Plan.  The RFP was posted 

nationally on three urban planning websites that aggregate such opportunities to serve as 

clearing houses for planning professionals.  Additionally, the RFP was sent directly to 

more than twenty (20) firms and practitioners whom specialize in the professional 

services required to fulfill the scope outlined in the RFP.  DDA staff received more than 

thirty (30) notifications of intent to submit a proposal.  Full proposals were due by 

October 4, 2013.   

 

Mr. Larson said that at this point, it is appropriate to assemble a volunteer consultant 

selection committee to review the proposals and determine which team delivers the 

greatest blend of professional expertise, experience, creativity, and value.  This selection 

committee will be tasked with individually reviewing and rating the proposals and 

participating in committee discussions to select finalists and then conduct interviews as 

needed.  It is anticipated that this selection will require about two months of high 

intensity stakeholder engagement.  Given the intensity of the work involved and the 

rapidity of meetings, DDA staff is recommending a more nimble, representative selection 

committee to perform the work of recommending a consultant team.  Following the 

completion of the selection activity, a larger, more comprehensive project steering 

committee will be assembled for review and approval by the DDA Board.   

 

Mr. Larson shared that in addition to the proposed Downtown Plan Consultant Selection 

Committee list, additions of a Planning Commissioner and City Commissioner will be 

included so they can be involved from the onset.  Additionally, staff has purposely not 

slated individuals to protect the integrity of the process. In the interest of transparency; 

the body chosen will be announced publicly.   

 

Ms. Gietzen reiterated that public education within the boundaries of this planning 

process should be considered, specifically Pre-K through 12.  Dr. Falb asked about the 

determined boundaries and if there would be further discussion about where those 

boundaries are.  Mr. Larson responded that we are interested in exploring those 

opportunities in partnering with parties outside of our DDA boundaries for the 

Downtown Plan process.  Mr. Winn asked if the green boundaries on the map are listed 

as the general DDA boundaries.  Mr. Larson responded that yes, those are the boundaries 

and DDA dollars that are contributed can only be spent within those boundaries for the 

Downtown Planning process, but that all areas surrounding Downtown will be included 

in these discussions and that we will be seeking alternate sources of funding to be able to 

fund portions of the conversation.  It is not as simple as a DDA project, and the intention 

of the Downtown Plan is to explore how our Downtown can become the economic center 

for the entire community.  Ms. Hillary asked if there’s a need to have someone from the 

County involved.  Mr. Larson responded yes, at the steering committee level.  Ms. 
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Hillary responded that for the sake of ownership if the County should be involved from 

the beginning.  Mayor Heartwell added that some portion of the planning district is 

outside of the City of Grand Rapids’ boundaries and that at some point County 

involvement will be necessary.  Mr. Harris reiterated that for the selection committee 

process, we are aspiring to be agile and have an efficient process and that with trusting 

the selection committee and the process; the chosen group should be able to bring three to 

five consultants to the DDA Board for approval based on the criteria given to them.  Mr. 

Talen added that there is a Downtown Residential category and a component that we 

should recognize is that the Arena South area has the largest amount of housing in the 

area and that should be kept in mind when thinking of how to fill that category.  Ms. 

Dunn added that keeping Arena South in mind is a good point and that the people chosen 

for the selection committee should be selected on the purpose and task at hand.  Mr. 

Winn said that the selection committee is tasked with choosing the consultant and that at 

the steering committee level, much more involvement will be necessary.  Mr. Winn also 

agreed that a smaller body should be charged with choosing the consultant and pointed 

out that the world consultant should be added to the “Proposed Downtown Plan Selection 

Committee” title.   

 

Mr. Harris asked what the criteria would be in choosing the individuals for the selection 

committee.  Mr. Larson responded that the criteria has been disclosed in the RFP and 

really it’s finding those individuals that are able and willing to read more than six-

hundred pages of material and be able to discern the right consultant for this project.  Mr. 

Harris said if a risk of this body being too small or narrow, how does it actually effect the 

choosing of a consultant’s experience, capacity and resource commitment.  Mr. Larson 

pointed out that on page five of the RFP, in section eight; it lists the selection criteria and 

process for choosing a consultant.  Ms. Gietzen added that what would give her more 

confidence is that somebody within those twelve chosen individuals is someone that 

looks at this process through multiple lenses. Mr. Larson replied that an expectation 

within the proposal is to have creative ways to engage the public and conduct public 

outreach. Mr. Larson reiterated that we are serious about engaging a comprehensive and 

diverse audience for this Downtown Plan process.  Mr. Harris asked Mr. Larson about his 

level of involvement throughout this process.  Mr. Larson responded that he is considered 

a staff member and will be facilitating to ensure that the lenses being looked through are 

truly representative of the community and diverse in nature.  Dr. Falb said that on the 

front end, we may want to have representation from a member who is representing a 

more diverse audience.  Mr. Talen added that we may be missing an opportunity to 

include someone from a more diverse background in the consultant selection process and 

that perhaps someone from the Heartside neighborhood should be included on this list to 

represent that population.  Mr. Harris said that there seems to be some concern about 

voices and lenses that will be on the selection committee and pointed out that there’s 

nothing in the proposed list of people that defines titles or affiliations.  Mr. Harris said he 

would like to move on the request and ask that the Board provides Mr. Larson the 

particular lens title that the Board is yearning for and Mr. Larson can reflect on the 

potential candidates to ensure the individuals carry these traits. Ms. Hillary said she 

understands what Mr. Harris is saying, but that what the conversation is about is people 
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with different income levels and their involvement and that we are only talking about 

adding one spot on the list.   Dr. Falb said that the spots created are well thought out but 

that there are two very different categories for Downtown Residential so that perhaps two 

positions should become available. Ms. Dunn asked if an alternative is to consider a 

social service agency to be involved.  Mayor Heartwell said that for thirty years he has 

advocated for that population, but that he has never lived in their neighborhood, and that 

there are people that can represent that population and bring those sensitivities to the 

table without actually being a member of the neighborhood. Mayor Heartwell added that 

if we are thoughtful in making the choices on who is on the selection committee and have 

that populations’ needs in mind, then that would be a good solution and to leave the 

category of Downtown Residential remain as is.  Mr. Harris and Mr. Larson thanked the 

Board for thorough discussion on this topic.   

 

Motion: Kayem Dunn, supported by Mayor Heartwell, moved to approve the proposed 

Downtown Plan Consultant Selection Committee as presented and authorize staff to 

assemble the committee and initiate the proposal review process. Motion carried 

unanimously.   

 

 

8.     Executive Director’s Report  

 

Mr. Larson shared an update with the Board. 

 

 The Safety Ambassador program has launched and has been receiving a lot of 

positive feedback.  The early statistics are overwhelming and there will be data 

presented to the Board in the near future.   

 

 The DGRI team is moving forward with the official launch of the Blue Bridge 

lighting.  There will be a formal lighting ceremony on the morning and evening of 

October 18
th

.  There will be a televised showcase in the morning and a public 

watch experience following Movies in the Park on the evening of the 18
th

.   

 

 Data from the ArtDash is being calculated by the Mobility Manager.  Early results 

show an approximate 38% increase in ridership on the North and South routes.  

Continual conversation will occur to optimize those routes.   

 

 DGRI recently received two awards from the APA (American Planning 

Association) and the IDA (International Downtown Association).  The APA 

award was for the Arena South Planning Process and the IDA award was for 

marketing in association with ArtPrize.  At the IDA conference, over 750 

Downtown delegates were present to witness DGRI receive the award.   

 

 DGRI worked with Experience GR to produce a video showcasing Grand Rapids.  

The goal is to keep the video fresh and have the video available for the entire 

community to use for various purposes such as recruiting, tourism, or just to share 
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with friends and family.  Ms. Gietzen said she shared the video with her HR 

recruitment team at Spectrum Health and it was very well received.   

 

 DGRI is making great strides with the Merchant Community.  Mr. Larson thanked 

Mandy Cech and Kim Van Driel for their outreach efforts and work in developing 

new marketing programs.   

 

 The DGRI office space is very close to completion and we will very likely get the 

keys sometime next week.  Being able to co-locate staff will be much more 

efficient and all staff is looking forward to the move.  

  

 Movies in the Park comes back for two October dates: the 18
th

 and 25
th

.  The 

Goonies will be shown on the 18
th

 and a double-feature of Hocus Pocus and The 

Rocky Horror Picture Show will show on the 25
th

.   

 

 The first DGRI Board met recently and some of their actions included electing a 

Chair and Vice Chair.  Ray Kisor was appointed as Chair and Kayem Dunn as 

Vice Chair.   Mr. Harris thanked Mr. Wendt for managing the operating contracts 

between the various entities.  The Board also decided to extent invitations to 

Mayor Heartwell, Darryl Delabbio, Birgit Klohs, Doug Small, and Rick Baker to 

become additional members of the DGRI Board.  Mr. Harris asked the DDA 

Board to contact Mr. Larson if they would like to receive news from the DGRI 

Board of Advisors.   

 

 Mr. Larson thanked staff for their high level of work and aggressiveness in 

completing projects.     

 

9. Public Comment 

 

 None.  

   

10.  Board Member Discussion 

 

 Ms. Dunn shared that Downtown Grand Rapids was featured as an award winner at the 

IDA Conference and that Mr. Larson was a keynote speaker.  Ms. Dunn said that Mr. 

Larson received a lot of positive feedback from his peers. Ms. Dunn also added that she 

learned several things from the IDA Conference, but the top takeaways are that 

Downtowns are about people. Arts and culture are important to a Downtown, and that we 

shouldn’t just be focused on making places, but changing the experience of the places.   

 

 Mayor Heartwell contributed that at the last DDA Board meeting, Paul Mayhue came to 

the Board with a complaint concerning Baker Lofts.  Mayor Heartwell said this issue was 

followed up on by City staff and that repairs are being made and Mayor Heartwell is 

satisfied with the progress thus far.   
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11. Adjournment 

 

The meeting adjourned at 9:57 a.m. 
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