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his document is a summary report to the community Preface
Sfrom Voices & Visions, the community planning process
Sfor downtown Grand Rapids. The following pages review
the work completed thus far and describe the more than 30
specific actions proposed by Voices ¢ Visions.
Most of these actions are already being worked on.
Some will take up to 10 years to complete. Taken
individually, the proposals represent specific public and
private strategies and actions for downtown growth and
development. Taken logether, the proposals complement
and support one another to form a comprehensive agenda
Jor change.
Consider this document a snapshot of where we are
now, as well as a vision of what downtown should be a
decade from today. It is not intended to be read and then
relegated to a bookshelf. This is a living document — a
guide, if you will, for the
people, organizations, and
institutions who must work
together to remake down-
town Grand Rapids...into
the place YOU want to be.
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The Voices of the People Shape
Visions for Downtown

Voices ¢ Visions is giving new direction to an old friend
- downtown Grand Rapids. How do we know down-
town needs something new? Because we asked, and the
people of metropolitan Grand Rapids told us so.

What Is Voices & Visions?
Voices & Visions is a planning process set in motion in 1990
by the City of Grand Rapids Downtown Development Author-
ity. Its charge was to discover what we needed to make Grand
Rapids grow and prosper in the 21st century. As it proceeded
with its work, Voices & Visions attracted national attention
and created some local controversy — as well as deep commit-
ment and enthusiastic support. That’s often how it is with
something new.

And, indeed, Voices & Visions — both the plan and the
process is something new.

What makes Voices & Visions different?
It’s about PEOPLE - their needs, values, and beliefs.

Voices & Visions was launched with the realization that
traditional planning methods do not embody the needs and
desires of the people. So we turned the planning process upside
down. We built the proposals around a metropolitan consen-
sus, not on the advice of a few professional planners and
consultants. We asked the people who live in the community
todevelop their own ideas,and then we challenged downtown’s
leaders to run with them, refine them, and work together to
make them happen.

Yes, downtown Grand Rapids has seen many plans. Butin
the past, we always created plans that had to be “sold” to the
community and downtown stakeholders after a few leaders
told us what downtown should be. The people were told — never
asked — how “the City” would change the physical face of

VOICES &~ VISIONS Summary Report - Page 11

downtown. Qur citizens were never before asked what they
need, what they feel is important to hang onto, and what must
be changed. They were never asked what values and beliefs they
would like to see reflected in their downtown and their
children’s downtown.

Voices & Visions did ask, so the proposals have special
meaning and importance. They embody the experience, wis-
dom, and thought of those who care about downtown and
want it to be a great place for themselves and their families,
now and in the future.

Inshort, Voices & Visions gave the pencil back to the people.

How Was This Done?
Voices & Visions brought the
community together in work-
ing sessions, citizen forums,
task forces, discussions and
debates to share ideas and
participate in setting
downtown’s new course for
the future,

From all over the metro-
politan area, citizens shared
their hopes, dreams and de-
sires for downtown Grand
Rapids. Voices & Visions organizers also recognized that, after
all, if downtown is to become a place where people want to be,
every citizen in the Grand Rapids area should be given the
chance to contribute to its future.

And contribute they did! Nearly 500 people from through-
out the metro area volunteered over 3500 hours and partici-
pated in meetings. These people came from Ada, Allendale,
Caledonia, Cascade Township, Coopersville, East Grand Rap-
ids, Grand Rapids, Grandville, Hudsonville, Kentwood, Lowell,
Rockford, Spring Lake, Walker and Wyoming. And many
(thousands) more used the 50 Voices & Visions suggestion
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boxes located throughout the metro area, called the Voices &
Visions 24-hour HotLine to give comments and get informa-
tion, wrote letters to the Voices & Visions organizers, or
responded to a special Grand Rapids Press insert to test the
results of early meetings and discussions.

Once the people’s visions for downtown were heard, a
number of task forces refined the visions into concrete
proposals. The task forces were made up of interested citizens
as well as representatives of the businesses, organizations, and
institutions who will turn the visions into reality. Out of this
inclusive process came specific proposals and practical plans
of action. The process also helped forge the partnerships that
are so vital to carry out the actions.

What Were the Results?

Voices & Visions produced proposals — more than 30 of them
~ that will change downtown and make sure it becomes the
place people want to live, work, and play, no matter what their
interest, age, income or background.

And Voices & Visions has already brought together many
downtown organizations, institutions, businesses, and indi-
viduals who are now committed to carrying out those actions.

The proposed actions were born from the consensus of
many. They embody the values we, as a community, hold dear.
They challenge us to change, yet preserve our heritage. They
call us to bold action, yet have the patience to talk and plan.
Above all, the proposals reflect a desire by the people to make
downtown a place for people ~ to design a downtown that is
economically stronger, more useful and more fun,

Some people have asked why there are more than 30 Voices
& Visions proposals. Why not limit the proposals to a few
“major” actions that are easily explained, highly visible, and
have immediate impact?

There is no "silver bullet" that will resolve the complicated
issues downtown must face. We must heed the voices of the
community thatsaid downtown must see many changes before




it will have the broad appeal of a true gathering place —a place
where people and families want to come, again and again.

Downtown is complex, and change is not easy. An effective
plan must address many individual issues while recognizing
that the issues intertwine and affect one another. For example,
a plan that calls for more housing in downtown buildings
mustalso remove the financial and code barriers that currently
make reuse of older buildings impractical for developers. At
the same time, downtown must be an attractive place to live,
so the housing plan’s success depends on the success of other
plans, such as expanded entertainment and cultural activities,
enhanced lighting, more green space, a better pedestrian
system, and other improvements.

What Happens Next?

We must draw on the community’s strength, just as we have
throughout the Voices & Visions planning process. Because the
plan is complex and comprehensive, people must continue to
work together. Downtown developers, the arts community,
city officials, business leaders, colleges, health care institu-
tions, and all other downtown stakeholders must cooperate
and be committed to translate the proposals into actions.

Forinstance, we need a quality, affordable child care system
for downtown. But it won’t just happen, and one person or
organization can’t do it alone. Human service agencies,
colleges, day care providers, businesses, and others must come
together, use the Voices & Visions proposals as a framework,
and put together the resources to build the system.

The team spirit of Voices & Visions must continue, And
always, the visions of the people must stay in focus.

What Will Keep Us On Course?

Early in Voices & Visions, participants put onto paper those
principles which people felt were important in guiding us as
we work to achieve to our envisioned downtown. These
guiding principles, along with others stated throughout the
planning process, form a type of “constitution”:
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ConNstrutioN FOR DoOWNTOWN GRAND RAPIDS

WE, THE CITIZENS OF THE GRAND RAPIDS
METROPOLITAN AREA, BELIEVE THE FOLLOWING
TO BE IMPORTANT FOR OUR DOWNTOWN TO
BECOME WHAT WE WANT AND WILL WORK HARD

TO ACHIEVE:

M DOWNTOWN 1S THE PHYSICAL AND SPIRITUAL
HEART OF THE METROPOLITAN AREA.
It should reflect and represent the best of our community,
West Michigan. Downtown should reflect the traditional
values of respect for quality, integrity, honesty and commit-
ment. Downtown should reflect the rich ethnic, cultural and
social diversity of the region. It should clearly be an integral,
interdependent part of the city and the region.

1Ml DowNTOWN GRAND RAPIDS 1S FOR EVERYONE.
Our downtown should be inclusive and open to all people. It
should be a place where people from all walks of life may
choose to live, work and play, together and with dignity.
Our downtown must be the community of communities,
appealing to all citizens, life styles and life stages. Downtown
must be barrier-free and physically safe and accessible for all.

1Ml DowNTOWN OF THE FUTURE SHOULD

INcLUDE THE BEST OF OUR PAST.
As physical changes and improvements are made to down-
town, the heritage and history that connects us all, and
connects us to our past, must be preserved and enhanced for
future generations. Older downtown buildings should be
preserved and reused wherever possible.

i DOWNTOWN IS A PLACE FOR PEDESTRIANS.

People should enjoy walking in downtown Grand Rapids.
Walking should be an opportunity to take in the sights and
sounds of a big city downtown - only more beautiful, cleaner,
of a more human scale without skyscrapers blocking the sun,
and without so much traffic and exhaust fumes.

Downtown should be a place where you can walk to most
everything; and want to. Walking in downtown should be a
pleasant experience, regardless of the time of day or the season.
And, the walking environment should be barrier-free, so all
can enjoy it.

Wi DEVELOPMENT IN DownTOWN MUsT PROTECT

AND ENHANCE THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT.

The river, the hill and the valley are all natural resources of the
downtown, to be protected, and enhanced where possible.
Views of, and from, these geographic features are important in
our future development and use of downtown.

The quality of the air we breathe and the river water
running through downtown matters to those who want to live,
work or play here. We must work together to improve each
element and its role in our changing downtown.

1l DOowNTOWN REFLECTS AND

CeLEBRATES OUR COMMUNITY’S DIVERSITY.
Diversity should be a priority for downtown business and
community leaders. As the single location representing the
wide variety of people and interests in the metropolitan area,
downtown Grand Rapids is becoming more and more of a
center of diverse interests, tastes, activities and life styles.

In the future, efforts must be made to ensure that our
community’s diversity is proudly reflected, displayed and
celebrated in our downtown. Downtown can no longer be the
single-dimensional central business district of earlier eras.
Downtown Grand Rapids should, instead, emerge as the
cosmopolitan urban center for West Michigan.
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1l DowNTOWN DECISION-MAKING MUST

REMAIN OPEN AND INCLUSIVE.
Decisions for the future of downtown must continue to be
based on consensus building and an open, inclusive process
rather than exclusive and closed.

One of the preliminary vision statements produced early
in the Voices & Visions process stated:
In the future, Grand Rapids will move closer to its vision through a
policy and decision-making PROCESS, which involves all levels. By
implementing an open system of equal access to all groups and
individuals, decisions made will be understood. Through a commit-
ment to excellence with integrily, the process of policy and decision-
making will capture the loyalty and support of the citizens.

i DowNTOWN MUST BE ECONOMICALLY STRONG.
A key to the long-term health and vitality of downtown is its
ability to attract and retain businesses. The public sector must
join the private sector in making downtown an attractive,
preferred location for a variety of businesses, their customers
and their employees.

i DowNTOWN MusT BE "USER-FRIENDLY"
People should be able to use downtown with ease. Downtown
must not be intimidating or confusing. Signage must be
clear and helpful. Lighting must be appealing and
reassuring. Transportation must be convenient and
easy-to-use. There must be places to stop and rest.

Ml To AcHieve Our ENVISIONED
DownTowN GRAND RaPIDS, WE MUsT:
* Design downtown...Don’t just let it happen.
* Do things right...If something’s worth doing,
it’s worth doing right.
» Work together...to make downtown
“The Place I WANT to Be.”
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hat Do We Do To Get There?
orking Together, We’ll Make Downtown Grand Rapids...

These simple statements convey the four (4) major strategies we, as a community,
will use to make sure that, in the next ten years or so, downtown will become...

“The Place | Want to Be.”




