Planning and Public Input Process
Overview
The Kent County Parks Department enriches lives in
Kent County by providing outstanding parks, natural
areas and trails that are accessible and inclusive for
all County residents. The Department achieves this
vision through efficient operations, sound stewardship
of resources, active community partnerships, and by
preparing for the needs of future generations. Where
appropriate, the Department seeks to complement the
roles and strengths of other recreation providers in
the County by focusing on regional-status parks and
recreational facilities, and on trail connectivity across
municipal borders.
This 2019-2023 Parks, Trails and Natural Areas Master
Plan establishes general guidelines to meet this vision
over the next five years, while also looking ahead
to longer term goals. It was developed with broad
public input and a careful review of current needs
and opportunities for improvement. The plan is a
dynamic document. While general goals are expected
to remain consistent over the life of the plan, specific
objectives and action items may adapt in response
to new challenges, evolving needs and unanticipated
opportunities.

Planning Methods
Comparison to Recreation Standards
Planning for the future scope of a park and
trail system requires a shared acceptance and
understanding of the desired level of service.
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Previous plans have addressed this need in
different ways. While the 1972 plan set a goal of
acquiring 14,000 acres by 1990, plans completed
in 1967, 1977, 1980, and 1985 all supported a
goal of 20 acres of county parkland per 1,000
residents. Throughout the country, many county
and regional park systems exceed even this basic
guideline. Subsequent five-year plans refined this
goal by recognizing the role of local municipalities.
These plans suggested sharing the responsibility of
achieving 20 acres of parkland per 1,000 people; half
would be provided by Kent County Parks and the
remainder by local units of government. Finally, a
2001 Subcommittee report approved by the County
Board of Commissioners set a new flat goal of 7,500
acres of county-owned parkland by 2025.
The National Recreation and Park Association
(NRPA) suggests separate guidelines for regional
and local park acreage, since smaller local parks
tend to meet different needs than larger Regional
Parks. Recognizing this distinction, Kent County
Parks’ 2009 master plan refined the idea of a single
target for total acres by considering the type of parks
available to county residents. In comparison to
local municipalities, Kent County is better situated
to manage Regional Parks, due to its geographic
reach and operational capacity. With this in mind,
the 2009 and 2014 plans asserted that the County
should focus acquisition efforts more on meeting
NRPA guidelines for Regional Parks of 200 acres or
more, mainly by expanding existing parks.
While Kent County Parks remains the area’s primary
provider of Regional Parks, Ada and Grand Rapids
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assist in determining appropriate levels of service for
different sizes of parks. These standards categorize
parks as either “Local/Close-to-Home Space” or
“Regional Space” with different broad guidelines
for each.1 “Regional Space” includes parks that are
200 acres or more, which is consistent with the
classification of Regional Parks used in this master
plan. The table below lists current totals for Kent
County in these two categories.
As shown, the County continues to have a pressing
need for additional parkland of Regional scope. The
minimum goal for Regional Parks recommended
by the NRPA is 15 acres per 1,000 residents.
Kent County currently has only 9.9 acres per
1,000 residents, which is 3,287 acres short of the
recommended minimum. This is only a slight
improvement from five years ago when the County
was 3,390 acres short of the goal.

With land recently acquired, Two Rivers Greenspace is now included
in the County’s total for Regional Park acres

Townships have also ventured into this arena with
Roselle and Crahen Valley Parks respectively. Also,
Blandford Nature Center has now expanded to 264
acres. These new Regional Parks are exciting and
welcome developments.

Because the NRPA target is based on population,
the minimum goal for Regional parkland increases
with population growth. In 2012 the County would
have needed 9,217 acres to meet NRPA's minimum
recommendation for Regional Parks. Five years later
population had grown by 34,000 residents, boosting
the target to 9,728 acres. The challenge of meeting
this moving target underscores the importance of
looking beyond current population to project
and meet the needs of future generations when
making decisions regarding parkland acquisition and
the expansion of current parks.

The development of Regional Parks by non-County
entities impacts the County’s own long-term plans
for land acquisition and park expansion. While
the presence or absence of nearby smaller parks
is less likely to influence plans for the County’s
larger parks, other parks exceeding 200 acres do
offer comparable experiences. Plans for these parks
should complement and support one another.
Fortunately, local townships and Kent County Parks
enjoy a strong cooperative and supportive spirit in
planning for the area’s future recreational facilities.
Ultimately, communities must define their own
expectations for the provision of recreational space.
Standards developed by the National Recreation
and Park Association (NRPA) and the American
Academy of Park and Recreation Administration can

As stated earlier, in 2001, the Kent County Board
set a goal of achieving 7,500 acres of County-owned
parkland by 2025. This goal was, in large part, based
on what was considered to be both affordable and
1 From Lancaster, 1990, Recreation, Park, and Open Space Standards and
Guidelines, pp. 56-57, published by the National Recreation and Park
Association

Comparison of Public Recreation Space in Kent County to National Standards
Showing acres in public ownership as of 10/31/18

Local/Close-to-Home Parks
Regional Space

(<200 acres)

(at least 200 acres)

Total

Acres per
1,000 people*

NRPA
Recreation
Standard

5,432

6,745

10.4

6.25 - 10.5

713

6,442

9.9

15 - 20

Kent
County

Other
Providers

1,311
5,729

* Based on US Census 2017 estimate of 648,594 total Kent County population
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attainable at the time. Most likely, this goal will be
achieved during the time frame of the current 20192023 plan, in time for the 100th anniversary of Kent
County Parks. In 2018, County Commissioners
were asked to look ahead to consider what goal
should be set as Kent County Parks moves beyond
the 7,500 acre target. Board members mostly
favored replacing the single goal with targeted goals
based on regional needs and type of park.
This sentiment is in keeping with the Department’s
ongoing efforts in parkland acquisition. Rather
than simply pursuing a single overall goal for
total acres, the Department has been strategically
acquiring parkland to address gaps in service and
to enhance existing parks. The Department also
has been collaborating with local municipalities to
develop far-reaching plans for Regional Parks and
recreational facilities.
In light of this growing emphasis on Regional Parks
and the fact that acres of Regional Parkland per
capita in Kent County have declined over the past
five years, the current 2019-2023 plan adopts a new
Special Initiative focused on developing Regional
Parks. This section begins on page 262.
Results of the public needs assessment are
discussed in detail in the Public Input section of
this plan, but one aspect is particularly relevant
here. Survey respondents consistently place a very
high priority on land and easement acquisition
activities, including preserving unique natural
areas and connecting parks and communities with
trails. More than 80% of respondents supported
investing in both of these activities. Two-thirds of
respondents also supported buying land to expand
existing parks. Finally, protecting large natural areas
scored third highest out of nineteen options, based
on a combined assessment of need and lack of
availability.
Some Townships also continue to be very active in
developing excellent systems of paved connector
trails. Kent County Parks has been expanding and
improving its own system of linear connector trails
as well during the past five years. Recognizing
the growing popularity and demand for these
connecting trail systems, the current 2019-2023
Planning and Public Input Process

New bridge being positioned to complete the central M-6 Trail connection

master plan continues to place a high emphasis on
trails and establishing trail connections.
There are no clear recreation standards to follow
in determining an appropriate size or scope for the
system of connecting trails in Kent County. Unlike
with park acres, a standard suggesting a certain
number of miles of paved trails per 1,000 residents
would be meaningless. Trails are transportation
corridors by nature. Rather than simply counting
miles, a recreational standard for trails would need
to address the distribution of the trails and the
connections they provide to recreational areas and
amenities. For instance, a recreational standard
for trails in Kent County might suggest that no
resident should be farther than a certain distance
to a trail that would grant access the region’s fully
interconnected trail network.
This current master plan does not suggest a specific
recreational standard for trails. Instead, the plan
emphasizes connecting existing trails and parks, and
extending trails into the communities where people
live. These goals are discussed in more detail under
the Special Initiative of Corridors and Connections,
beginning on page 254.

Criteria for Open Space/Natural Area
Acquisition
Given ongoing population growth and development
pressure within the county, it is imperative for the
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Kent County Parks Department to re-establish
an aggressive program of acquiring land for parks
to meet the current and future needs of county
residents. Yet, while the Department must be ready
to respond quickly as opportunities arise, lands that
are acquired must logically compliment the current
Park System and meet basic criteria for conservation
priorities. The Parks Department must remain
vigilant in acquiring only quality pieces of property
that will function well as parkland, with an emphasis
on parks of regional scope.
In summary, to become a part of the Kent County
Park system, a piece of property must contain
high-quality natural features and/or exceptional
recreational potential, and:
•

The proposed parcel must add to an existing
park or help resolve a gap in service, or

•

The proposed parcel must establish a Special
Use Area where size is not critical in the
formula for park success, or

•

Some feature of the proposed parcel must
be so unique or attractive that the parks staff
and County Board deem that the protection
of the feature, natural or man-made, is more
important than other requirements.

Public Input Process
Meeting the recreational needs and expectations of
the public is the key driving force behind the mission
of the Kent County Parks Department. In developing
this plan, the Department actively solicited public
input and participation. From initial concept through
final plan adoption, the Department sought and
incorporated public involvement through four distinct
methods.

Needs Assessment – General Community
To solicit the input of the general community of
Kent County residents, the Department contracted
with ETC Institute of Olathe, Kansas. Since 1982,
ETC Institute has completed research projects
for organizations in 49 states and has designed
and administered more than 3,500 statistically
valid surveys. ETC also has extensive experience
in conducting surveys for parks departments
throughout the country and has the capability to use
data from these surveys to benchmark Kent County
Parks’ own results.
The Department worked closely with ETC to design
a survey assessing use, satisfaction, and desired
improvements for Kent County parks and trails. This
survey paralleled prior surveys for consistency but
also incorporated some changes and improvements.
ETC randomly sampled County residents in
sufficient distribution to compare survey results by
geographic area, users and non‐users of parks and
facilities, different races/ethnicities, and different
socio‐economic levels. More than 500 completed
surveys were returned using a combination of mail,
internet and phone to generate a precision of at least
+/- 4.4 at the 95% level of confidence.
The results of the random survey are presented in
detail in the Recreation Needs Assessment section
of this plan, beginning on page 175. These results
informed the development of this plan, including
development of long-term visions for Kent County
parks and trails and responsive goals, objectives and
action items.

The future Two Rivers Park contains the confluence
of two major rivers in southwest Kent County
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The survey itself is reproduced in Appendix C on
page 301.
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Needs Assessment – Non-Random Survey
In addition to soliciting input from randomly
sampled residents, ETC Institute also conducted
a non-random survey made available online to the
general public. Questions in this non-random survey
matched those of the original random instrument.
Surveys such as this that are made generally available
are not fully representative of the community.
However, they can provide valuable insight into
the needs and priorities of motivated and actively
involved constituents. These results of this nonrandom survey are discussed in a second ETC report
reproduced in the Recreation Needs Assessment
section beginning on page 227.

The public was notified of this online survey through
various means, including:
•
•
•
•
•

An article in “Green Places,” the Kent County
Parks newsletter
Two posts to the Kent County Parks facebook
page
One post to the Kent County Parks Instagram
account
A news item on the home page of the Kent
County Parks website
Encouraging leaders and interest groups to share
the survey link

Notifications in the Department’s social media
pages and newsletter went out to more than 21,000
subscribers and followers. Secondary shares and
notifications are known to have reached at least
1,500 additional people.

Samples of outreach methods used to encourage
participation in the non-random online Needs
Assessment Survey.
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Public Review and Comment
Notices of Availability for Review and
Comment
A draft of the plan was made available for public
review for more than one month, from October
25 to November 29, 2018. Public notices of this
availability were provided using methods typically
employed by the County and its Departments
to make public announcements. An initial round
of announcements were followed by additional
reminders using different methods during the
course of the review and comment period, to renew
awareness and encourage further feedback.
Announcements of the public review and comment
period included the following.
October 25
• Notice in Kent County Parks e-mail newsletter
"Green Places" (11,915 subscribers)
• Posted on Kent County Parks main facebook
page (1,043 followers)
October 26
• Posted on Kent County's primary facebook page
(2,720 followers)
• Posted on Kent County Parks website
• Posted on Kent County Parks Instagram page
(437 followers)

one entire document. Reviewers were encouraged
to submit comments via an online form, which was
available on the same web page. Although this was
the preferred method for submitting comments,
feedback was received and accepted through
various other means, including direct e-mails, verbal
comments, marked-up pages, etc.

Summary of Feedback Received
Feedback received via the online comment form
generally addressed specific conditions at certain
parks or were general in nature. Examples included
requests to:
•

improve trail markings and maps at Seidman
Park,

•

clarify/publicize hunting rules,

•

provide an update on campsite paving at
Wabasis Lake Campground,

•

maintain the trail on the east bank of Mill Creek
at Dwight Lydell Park, as well as the northern
bridge (these are slated for removal as part of
the Mill Creek restoration project),

•

remove references to a proposed township park
that is no longer planned, and

•

remove trash and old fencing from Pickerel Lake
Park.

October 29
• Posted on Kent County Parks Volunteer
Services facebook page (658 followers)
November 5
• Notice in "Kent County Update," the weekly
newsletter of Commissioner Jim Talen (1,509
subscribers)
November 19
• Notice in Kent County's community newsletter,
the "Kent County Journal"
Copies of these announcements are provided in
Appendix D, beginning on page 307.
All notices and announcements directed the public
to a specially prepared web page where the plan
could be downloaded in independent sections or as
Planning and Public Input Process

Multiple trails explore the woods and fields at Seidman Park. Existing trail
markers and locator maps will be reviewed for possible improvements.
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Feedback was also received through various means
from representatives of partner agencies and
organizations, as well as other County departments
and employees. These comments and suggestions
tended to focus more on the plan's broader
initiatives, goals, objectives and specific action items.
Highlights include:
•

adding additional 3, 5 and 10-year action items
for improvements at Kaufman Golf Course,

•

referencing additional opportunities for
developing collaborative sports fields,

•

seeking more opportunities to develop off-leash
dog parks,

•

strengthening partnership opportunities
and synergy with the Kent County Parks
Foundation,

•

improving strategic alignment between
communications goals and objectives and
overall County initiatives, and

•

broadening the vision and scope of future
business opportunities and potential revenue
streams.

Numerous edits were made throughout the draft
master plan to address feedback received from all
sources.

There is growing interest in establishing one or more off-leash dog areas
in County parks. Currently, dogs must be leashed.

The minutes of both of these meetings, along with
the public notice for the hearing, are presented in
"Appendix E: Public Meeting and Plan Adoption" on
page 313.

Public Comment Preceding Plan
Adoption
A public hearing preceding plan adoption was
held at the Kent County Board of Commissioners
meeting on December 20, 2018. During this
hearing, supportive comments were offered by
the Executive Director of the Kent County Parks
Foundation and the President of the West Michigan
Sports Commission. During the general public
comment period following the hearing, a private
citizen voiced his support for Kaufman Golf Course.
At its meeting on January 3, 2019, the Kent County
Board of Commissioners adopted the plan following
a final opportunity for public comment. No
additional public comments regarding the plan were
offered at this meeting.
Planning and Public Input Process
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Recreation Needs Assessment
Overview
As described in the Planning and Public Input Process section of this plan, two public surveys were completed
by ETC Institute to assess the recreational needs of the Kent County community. The primary tool used random
sampling to generate 501 completed surveys from households generally representing the demographic make-up of the
County. A second non-random online survey also was conducted to provide all constituents with the opportunity to
contribute toward the development of this plan. The non-random tool generated 261 completed surveys.
This section of the 2019-2023 master plan contains the reports provided by ETC Institute analyzing the results of
these two surveys. Each survey is discussed separately, with executive summaries and charts illustrating the respective
survey data. Headings at the top of each page identify which survey is being addressed.
Additional reporting is provided for the primary, random survey. This includes charts benchmarking certain results
against a nationwide database of park and recreation departments. Maps are also provided for the random survey,
highlighting geographic differences in the stated need for different facilities or services and the degree to which the
need is unmet.
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Report on Random Sample of Kent County Households

Kent County
Community Interest
and Opinion Survey

…helping organizations make better decisions since 1982

Findings
Report

Submitted to the Kent County Parks Department
Kent County, Michigan
ETC Institute
725 W. Frontier Lane,
Olathe, Kansas
66061

October 2018
Recreation Needs Assessment
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Random Sample of Kent County Households

2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

Kent County Community Interest
and Opinion Survey
Executive Summary
Overview
ETC Institute administered a needs assessment survey for the Kent County Parks
Department during the summer of 2018. The survey was administered as part of the County’s
efforts to better understand the priorities of the residents, regarding parks, trails, facilities,
programs, and recreation. The survey and its results will guide the Kent County Parks Department
in making improvements to the County’s existing and future parks, trails, and recreational
programs to best serve the needs of its residents. The survey will also help the County establish
priorities for the future improvement of Parks and Recreation facilities, programs and services
within its communities.

Methodology
ETC Institute mailed a survey packet to a random sample of households in Kent County. Each
survey packet contained a cover letter, a copy of the survey, and a postage‐paid return envelope.
Residents who received the survey were given the option of returning the survey by mail or
completing it online at www.KentCounty2018RecreationSurvey.org.
Ten days after the surveys were mailed, ETC Institute sent emails and placed phone calls to the
households that received the survey to encourage participation. The emails contained a link to
the online version of the survey to make it easy for residents to complete the survey. To prevent
people who were not residents of Kent County from participating, everyone who completed the
survey online was required to enter their home address prior to submitting the survey. ETC
Institute then matched the addresses that were entered online with the addresses that were
originally selected for the random sample. If the address from a survey completed online did not
match one of the addresses selected for the sample, the online survey was not counted.
The goal was to obtain completed surveys from at least 500 residents. The goal was exceeded
with a total of 501 residents completing the survey. The overall results for the sample of 501
households have a precision of at least +/‐4.4% at the 95% level of confidence.
This report contains the following:






Charts showing the overall results of the survey (Section 1)
Priority Investment Rating (PIR) that identifies priorities for facilities and programs
(Section 2)
Benchmarking analysis comparing the County’s results to national results (Section 3)
Tabular data showing the overall results for all questions on the survey (Section 4)
A copy of the survey instrument (Section 5)

The major findings of the survey are on the following pages.

Page i
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Random Sample of Kent County Households

2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

Kent County Parks, Trails, and Services
The highest levels of overall satisfaction with various parks, trails, and services managed by the
Kent County Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses
among residents who had an opinion, were: cleanliness/maintenance (85%), paved trails within
parks (85%), and picnic areas & picnic shelters (84%). The top services and facilities that
respondent households indicated as the most important to them were: cleanliness/maintenance
(48%), restrooms (45%), and safety & security (37%).
Park Features and Qualities. The highest levels of satisfaction with park features and qualities
managed by the Kent County Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and
“satisfied” responses among residents who had an opinion, were: cleanliness/maintenance
(85%), picnic areas & picnic shelters (84%), and playgrounds (77%).
Trails. The highest levels of satisfaction with trails managed by the Kent County Parks
Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses among residents who
had an opinion, were: paved trails within parks (85%), regional multi‐use trails (77%), and hiking
trails within parks that are unpaved (75%).
Natural Features. The highest levels of satisfaction with natural features managed by the Kent
County Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses among
residents who had an opinion, were: lakes or rivers (79%) and large natural areas (79%).
Water Recreation. The highest levels of satisfaction with water recreation managed by the Kent
County Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses among
residents who had an opinion, were: beaches (66%) and canoe/kayak access to rivers & lakes
(58%).
Special Uses. The highest levels of satisfaction with the special uses managed by the Kent County
Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses among
residents who had an opinion, were: soccer (60%), baseball/softball (57%), and golf course (57%).

Kent County Park Usage
Respondents were given a list of 37 various parks that are operated by the Kent County Parks
Department and were asked to indicate all of the parks they had visited in the past year. The top
parks visited, as indicated by respondent households, were: Millennium (49%), Fallasburg (28%),
Townsend (21%), and Johnson (20%). The parks that were used the most often in the past year
were: Millennium (35%), Fallasburg (16%), Pickerel Lake (12%), and Johnson (12%).

Barriers Preventing the Use of Parks, Recreation Facilities, and
Programs
Residents were asked, from a list of 18 various reasons, to indicate what has prevented them or
members of their household from using the parks, recreation facilities, or programs more often.
The top three reasons selected were: not enough time/too busy (40%), not sure where Kent
County parks & trails are (22%), and other parks or trails are closer (19%).
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Random Sample of Kent County Households

2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

Facility Needs and Priorities
Facility Needs: Respondents were asked to identify if their household had a need for 19
recreation facilities and amenities and rate how well their needs for each were currently being
met. Based on this analysis, ETC Institute was able to estimate the number of households in the
community that had the greatest “unmet” need for various facilities.
The top four recreation facilities with the highest percentage of households that indicated a need
for the facility were: picnic areas/picnic shelters (51%), large natural areas (51%), paved trails
within parks that are more than 1 mile long (51%), and unpaved hiking trails within parks (48%).
ETC Institute estimates a total of 127,254 households out of the 249,029 households in Kent
County have a need for picnic areas/picnic shelters, an estimated 126,756 households out of the
249,029 households in Kent County have a need for large natural areas, and 126,258 households
out of the 249,029 households in Kent County have a need for paved trails within parks that are
more than 1 mile long. ETC Institute estimates a total of 51,539 households out of the 249,029
households in Kent County have unmet needs for boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes, an
estimated 44,238 households out of the 249,029 households in Kent County have unmet needs
for large natural areas, an estimated 41,630 households out of the 249,029 households have
unmet needs for unpaved hiking trails within parks, and 41,132 households out of the 249,029
households in Kent County have unmet needs for an off‐leash dog area. The estimated number
of households that have unmet needs for each of the 19 facilities that were assessed is shown in
the table below.
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Facility Importance: In addition to assessing the needs for each facility, ETC Institute also
assessed the importance that residents placed on each facility. Based on the sum of respondents’
top four choices, the four most important facilities to residents were:
1.
2.
3.
4.

paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long (29%),
unpaved hiking trails within parks (27%),
playgrounds (26%), and
picnic areas/picnic shelters (26%).

The percentage of residents who selected each facility as one of their top four choices is shown
in the chart below.

Priorities for Facility Investments. The Priority Investment Rating (PIR) was developed by ETC
Institute to provide organizations with an objective tool for evaluating the priority that should
be placed on Parks and Recreation investments. The Priority Investment Rating (PIR) equally
weights (1) the importance that residents place on facilities and (2) how many residents have
unmet needs for the facility. [Details regarding the methodology for this analysis are provided
in Section 2 of this report.]
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Based the Priority Investment Rating (PIR), the following nine facilities were rated as high
priorities for investment:










Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes (PIR=182)
Unpaved hiking trails within parks (PIR=176)
Large natural areas (PIR=171)
Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long (PIR=171)
Fishing areas (PIR=140)
Extended hiking trails longer than 5 miles (PIR=134)
Picnic areas/picnic shelters (PIR=133)
Off‐leash dog area (PIR=133)
Playgrounds (PIR=128)

The chart below shows the Priority Investment Rating for each of the 19 facilities/amenities
that were assessed on the survey.

Additional Findings
Respondents were given a list of 5 different trails and to indicate whether or not they had utilized
each of these trails. The top two trails that were utilized by respondent households during the
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past year were: Kent Trails (34%) and Fred Meijer Millennium Park Trail Network (32%). The
number of visits made, by respondent households who utilized the park, to Kent Trails were:
between 1 to 4 visits (55%), between 5 to 10 visits (22%), and 11 or more visits (23%). The number
of visits made, by respondent households who utilized the park, to Fred Meijer Millennium Park
Trail Network were: between 1 to 4 visits (56%), between 5 to 10 visits (25%), and 11 or more
visits (20%).
When asked what trail activities households or members of the household participated in, the
activities participated in most, were: walking for exercise (72%), bike riding (58%), and nature
observation (46%). The highest rated sports that respondents indicated they had participated in
at least once in the past year was: golf (31%), basketball (24%), and soccer (20%).
Thirty‐eight percent (38%) of respondent households indicated they were “very satisfied” and
44% of respondent households indicated they were “somewhat satisfied” with the Kent County
Parks Department.
Funding Priorities. The items with the highest levels of support for improvement of parks and
trails, based on the sum of “very supportive” and “somewhat supportive” responses among
residents who had an opinion, were: connect parks & communities with trails (84%), preserve
unique natural areas (83%), maintain & improve existing facilities (83%), and upgrade park
restrooms (79%). The potential improvements that respondent households indicated were the
most important to them were: connect parks & communities with trails (38%), preserve unique
natural areas (30%), maintain & improve existing facilities (30%), and upgrade park restrooms
(28%).
Seventy‐two percent (72%) of respondent households indicated they would either vote in favor
(50%) or might vote in favor (22%) for a millage being added to taxes for additional funding to
provide new parks, trails, and facilities for the residents of Kent County.

Recommendations
To ensure the Kent County Parks Department continues to meet the needs and expectations of
the community, ETC Institute recommends that the Parks and Recreation Department sustain
and/or improve the performance in areas that were identified as “high priorities” by the Priority
Investment Rating (PIR). The facilities with the highest PIR ratings are listed below.
Facility Priorities
o Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes
(PIR=182)
o Unpaved hiking trails within parks
(PIR=176)
o Large natural areas (PIR=171)
o Paved trails within parks more than 1
mile long (PIR=171)

o Fishing areas (PIR=140)
o Extended hiking trails longer than 5 miles
(PIR=134)
o Picnic areas/picnic shelters (PIR=133)
o Off‐leash dog area (PIR=133)
o Playgrounds (PIR=128)
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Section 1
Charts and Graphs
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Random Sample of Kent County Households
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Q1. Parks Operated by the Kent County Parks Department
Respondent Household Have Visited Within the Past Year
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)
Millennium
Fallasburg
Townsend
Johnson
Rogue River
Pickerel Lake
Douglas Walker
Wabasis Lake Park
Seidman
Brewer
Provin Trails
Myers Lake
Palmer
Dwight Lydell
Long Lake
Wahlfield
Kaufman Golf Course
Caledonia Lakeside
Lutton
Creekside
Thornapple Riverbend
Dutton Shadyside
Chief Hazy Cloud
Wabasis Lake Campground
Lamoreaux
Knapp Valley
White Pine Park
Paris
Coldwater River
Fisk Knob
Lepard Preserve
Lamoreaux Memorial
Cooper Creek
Ruehs
Gordon
Bettes Memorial
Spencer Forest
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

21%
20%
19%
18%
17%
16%
16%
15%
15%
14%
14%
10%
10%
10%
9%
9%
9%
8%
8%
7%
7%
6%
6%
6%
4%
4%
3%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%

0%

20%

49%

28%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Q2. Parks Households Visit Most Often
by percentage of respondents who selected the items as one of their top three choices
Millennium
Fallasburg
Pickerel Lake
Johnson
Seidman
Townsend
Rogue River
Douglas Walker
Brewer
Palmer
Wabasis Lake Park
Provin Trails
Wahlfield
Dwight Lydell
Lutton
Long Lake
Kaufman Golf Course
Caledonia Lakeside
Myers Lake
Dutton Shadyside
Wabasis Lake Campground
Creekside
Knapp Valley
Paris
Thornapple Riverbend
Lamoreaux
White Pine Park
Chief Hazy Cloud
Lepard Preserve
Coldwater River
Lamoreaux Memorial
Ruehs
Bettes Memorial
Gordon
Fisk Knob

16%
12%
12%
10%
10%
9%
9%
8%
7%
7%
6%
6%
6%
5%
5%
5%
5%
5%
4%
3%
3%
2%
2%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
0%
0%

0%
0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

35%

20%

40%

60%
Most Often

80%

2nd Most Often

100%

3rd Most Often
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Q3. Trails Utililzed by Households During the Past Year
by percentage of households

34%

Kent Trails

32%

Fred Meijer Millennium Park Trail Network

21%

Fred Meijer M-6 Trail

19%

Paul Henry Thornapple Trail

16%

Fred Meijer Pioneer Trail

0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Q3. How Often Respondent Households Visited Various Trails
by percentage of respondents who have used the trails

32%

16%

52%

Paul Henry Thornapple Trail

Kent Trails

55%

22%

23%

Fred Meijer M-6 Trail

54%

23%

23%

Fred Meijer Millennium Park Trail Network

56%

Fred Meijer Pioneer Trail

56%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

20%

25%

13%

31%

40%

60%
1-4 Visits

80%
5-10 Visits

100%
11+ Visits
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Q4. Trail Activities Respondent Households Participate In
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)

72%

Walking for exercise

58%

Bike riding

46%

Nature observation

32%

Hiking

27%

Jogging

14%

Extended hiking

12%

Mountain biking

7%

In-line skating

1%

Horseback riding

15%

None. I do not use trails

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Q5. Sports Respondent Households
Participate in at Least Once Per Year
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)

31%

Golf

24%

Basketball

20%

Soccer
Baseball/softball

19%

Tennis

19%
17%

Disc golf

10%

Sand volleyball
Pickleball

9%

Bocce ball

9%
2%

Lacrosse

1%

Rugby

0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
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Q6. Reasons Preventing Households From Using the
Parks, Recreation Facilities, or Programs More Often
by percentage of households (multiple choices could be made)

40%

Not enough time/too busy

22%

Not sure where Kent County parks & trails are

19%

Other parks or trails are closer

17%

No reason in particular

16%

Too far from home

11%

Condition or availability of restrooms

9%

Like other parks or trails more
Do not feel safe

7%

Lack of trails

6%

Admission fees

6%

Too hard to get to

5%

Disability prevents use

4%

Not interested in using parks or trails

4%

Not enough parking

4%

Do not have right facilities
Not well maintained

4%
2%

Too crowded

2%

Do not feel welcome

2%

Other

9%

0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Q7. Level of Satisfaction With Various Parks, Trails & Services
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)
Cleanliness/maintenance
Paved trails within parks
Picnic areas & picnic shelters
Lakes or rivers
Large natural areas
Regional multi-use trails
Playgrounds
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Safety & security
Wildlife observation areas
Beaches
Indoor shelter houses for rent
Restrooms
Mountain biking trails
Soccer
Baseball/softball
Canoe/kayak access to rivers & lakes
Golf course
Disc golf course
Clearly posted maps
Fishing areas
Campground
Tennis
Equestrian trails
Pickleball
Off-leash dog area
Designated hunting areas

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

48%
53%
46%
43%
46%
43%
44%
39%
38%
37%
31%
37%
28%
30%
29%
22%
28%
29%
24%
24%
27%
28%
18%
29%
21%
17%
18%
15%
14%
19%
14%
18%

20%
Very Satisfied

37%
11% 4%
32%
13% 2%
38%
14%
5%
36%
16%
4%
33%
17%
4%
34%
19%
3%
33%
20%
7%
36%
19%
7%
34%
21%
7%
33%
23%
9%
35%
25%
5%
28%
30%
15%
32%
25%
5%
30%
35%
3%
31%
38%
3%
35%
39%
16%
30%
26%
6%
28%
37%
9%
33%
35%
17%
32%
27%
18%
28%
28%
10%
23%
39%
11%
42%
10%
53%
7%
61%
23%
45%
15%
54%
1%

40%
Satisfied

60%
Neutral

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied
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Q7(1-6). Level of Satisfaction With Park Features and Qualities
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

Cleanliness/maintenance

48%

Picnic areas & picnic shelters

46%

Safety & security

38%

Indoor shelter houses for rent

37%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

5%

25%

32%

40%
Satisfied

7%

30%

28%

20%

60%
Neutral

3%

21%

34%

Very Satisfied

1%

20%

33%

28%

Restrooms

14%

38%

44%

Playgrounds

4%

11%

37%

15%

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied

Q7(7-12). Level of Satisfaction With Trails
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

Mountain biking trails

Clearly posted maps

Equestrian trails

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

19%

36%

39%

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

27%

32%

24%

20%
Very Satisfied

40%
Satisfied

Neutral

7%

60%

5%

17%

53%

17%

2%

4%

35%

30%

30%

21%

19%

34%

43%

Regional multi-use trails

13%

32%

53%

Paved trails within parks

10%

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied
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Q7(13-15). Level of Satisfaction With Natural Features
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

43%

Lakes or rivers

46%

Large natural areas

37%

Wildlife observation areas

0%

16%

5%

33%

17%

4%

33%

20%

40%

Very Satisfied

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

36%

23%

60%

Satisfied

Neutral

7%

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied

Q7(16-18). Level of Satisfaction With Water Recreation
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

Beaches

31%

Canoe/kayak access to rivers & lakes

28%

Fishing areas

27%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

35%

25%

30%

26%

28%

20%
Very Satisfied

40%
Satisfied

16%

28%

60%
Neutral

9%

18%

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied
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Q7(19-28). Level of Satisfaction With Special Uses
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)
29%

Soccer

31%

22%

Baseball/softball

35%

29%

Golf course

Tennis

18%

Pickleball

18%

Designated hunting areas

14%

18%

0%

11%
7%

61%
23%

45%

15%

54%

20%

40%

Very Satisfied

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

10%

42%

15%
19%

9%

39%

29%

14%

6%

35%

23%

Off-leash dog area

3%

37%

33%

28%

Campground

3%

39%

28%

24%

Disc golf course

38%

60%

Satisfied

Neutral

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied

Q8. Services or Facilities That Are Most
Important to Respondent Households

by percentage of respondents who selected the items as one of their top four choices
Cleanliness/maintenance
Restrooms
Safety & security
Paved trails within parks
Playgrounds
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Regional multi-use trails
Large natural areas
Picnic areas & picnic shelters
Lakes or rivers
Clearly posted maps
Beaches
Wildlife observation areas
Mountain biking trails
Canoe/kayak access to rivers & lakes
Off-leash dog area
Fishing areas
Indoor shelter houses for rent
Disc golf course
Campground
Golf course
Designated hunting areas
Soccer
Pickleball
Tennis
Baseball/softball
Equestrian trails

22%
21%
18%
16%
13%
13%
10%
9%
8%
8%
8%
7%
7%
6%
3%
3%
3%
3%
2%
1%
1%
1%
1%

48%
45%

0%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

37%

Most Important

20%

40%

2nd Most Important

60%
3rd Most Important

80%

100%

4th Most Important
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Q9. Facilities or Amenities Respondent
Households Have a Need For
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)

Picnic areas/picnic shelters

51%

Large natural areas

51%

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

51%

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

48%

Community or regional multi-use trails

45%

Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

45%

Playgrounds

42%

Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long

35%

Fishing areas

34%

Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

34%

Fields/courts for sports

28%

Off-leash dog area

25%

Cross country ski trails (groomed)

22%

Mountain biking trails

21%

Disc golf course

17%

Park lodges for rent

17%

Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)

14%

Designated hunting areas

12%

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)

2%

Other

3%

0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Q9. Estimated Number of Households
That Have a Need for Various Facilities
by number of households based on 249,029 households in Kent County, MI
Picnic areas/picnic shelters

127,254

Large natural areas

126,756

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

126,258

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

119,285

Community or regional multi-use trails

112,312

Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

111,316

Playgrounds

104,841

Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long

87,409

Fishing areas

84,919

Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

84,421

Fields/courts for sports

69,479

Off-leash dog area

61,759

Cross country ski trails (groomed)

55,284

Mountain biking trails

52,296

Disc golf course

43,331

Park lodges for rent

42,833

Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)

34,366

Designated hunting areas

29,385

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)

5,977

Other
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

7,471

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000
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Q9. How Well Parks and Recreation Facilities
Meet the Needs of Respondent Households
by percentage of respondents with a need for facilities
Picnic areas/picnic shelters
Playgrounds
Community or regional multi-use trails
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long
Fields/courts for sports
Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Large natural areas
Disc golf course
Park lodges for rent
Mountain biking trails
Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)
Fishing areas
Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes
Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)
Bridle paths (equestrian trails)
Cross country ski trails (groomed)
Off-leash dog area
Designated hunting areas
Other

46%
37%
16%
48%
34%
16%
41%
39%
19%
4%
44%
32%
20%
4%
33%
43%
20%
5%
41%
30%
24%
3%
30%
35%
32%
7%
32%
33%
28%
12%
28%
36%
25%
10%
24%
37%
29%
12%
14%
42%
32%
19%
23%
31%
28%
12%
20%
33%
35%
12%
19%
35%
35%
13%
17%
33%
37%
20%
10%
30%
40%
29%
11%
22%
38%
31%
12%
21%
35%
40%
6% 15%
39%
46%
27%
27%
1%

2%

2%

0%

20%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

40%

60%

Fully Met

Mostly Met

80%

100%

Partly Met

Not Met

Q9. Estimated Number of Households Whose Needs
for Facilities Are Being Partly Met or Not Met
by number of households based on 249,029 households in Kent County, MI
Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes
Large natural areas
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Off-leash dog area
Fishing areas
Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)
Cross country ski trails (groomed)
Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long
Designated hunting areas
Mountain biking trails
Community or regional multi-use trails
Picnic areas/picnic shelters
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long

51,539
44,238
41,630
41,132
39,317
39,087
36,709
36,362
23,185
23,063
23,024
21,506
20,891
18,662
17,183
16,814
16,534
15,946
3,586
5,439

Playgrounds
Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)
Fields/courts for sports
Park lodges for rent
Disc golf course
Bridle paths (equestrian trails)
Other

0
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000
Partly Met

250,000

Not Met

Page 10

Recreation Needs Assessment

Page 192 of 334

Random Sample of Kent County Households

2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

Q10. Facilities That Are Most Important
to Respondent Households

by percentage of respondents who selected the items as one of their top four choices
Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Playgrounds
Picnic areas/picnic shelters
Large natural areas
Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes
Community or regional multi-use trails
Fishing areas
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long
Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)
Off-leash dog area
Fields/courts for sports
Mountain biking trails
Cross country ski trails (groomed)
Disc golf course
Park lodges for rent
Designated hunting areas
Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)
Bridle paths (equestrian trails)
Other

29%
27%
26%
26%
25%
24%
20%
18%
17%
17%
15%
12%
10%
9%
8%
6%
6%
3%
1%
2%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Most Important

20%

40%

2nd Most Important

60%

80%

3rd Most Important

100%

4th Most Important

Q11. Level of Support of Efforts to Improve Parks and Trails
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

Create more long-distance hiking trails
Create more natural-surfaced paths in parks

30%
30%
23%
15%

Create more paved trails in parks
Add more playgrounds
Add fishing areas
Improve paving on parking lots & roads within park

Create more mountain bike trails

17%
14%

Groom more cross-country ski trails
Create more sports courts or fields

Improve or add features to Kaufman Golf Course

11%
11%
13%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

Somewhat Supportive

9%
10%
6%
8%
10%
13%
17%
17%
15%
26%
16%

47%
49%
46%
44%
43%

18%
17%
14%
40%

40%
Neutral

3%

3%

27%

38%
42%
35%
46%

3%

26%
31%
31%
31%
32%
33%

29%
25%
27%
30%

14%
17%

10% 10%

0%
Very Supportive

28%
22%
31%

23%
17%
19%

20%
22%
20%

Build more picnic shelters or lodges
Establish off-leash dog parks

Improve or add features to Wabasis Lake Campground
Add disc golf courses
Build more rental cabins at campground

29%

36%
40%
30%

4%

14%
19%

40%
34%

43%
45%
36%

Upgrade park restrooms
Provide boat/kayaking access sites
Buy land to expand existing parks

12%
14%

26%
24%

58%
59%

Connect parks & communities with trails
Preserve unique natural areas
Maintain & improve existing facilities

23%
21%
24%
28%
30%
40%

60%

80%

100%

Not Supportive/Not at All Supportive
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Q12. Potential Improvements Most
Important to Respondent Households

by percentage of respondents who selected the items as one of their top four choices
Connect parks & communities with trails
Preserve unique natural areas
Maintain & improve existing facilities
Upgrade park restrooms
Create more long-distance hiking trails
Buy land to expand existing parks
Provide boat/kayaking access sites
Add more playgrounds
Create more natural-surfaced paths in parks
Establish off-leash dog parks
Create more paved trails in parks
Add fishing areas
Build more picnic shelters or lodges
Create more mountain bike trails
Groom more cross-country ski trails
Improve paving on parking lots & roads within park
Add disc golf courses
Improve or add features to Wabasis Lake Campground
Create more sports courts or fields
Build more rental cabins at campground
Improve or add features to Kaufman Golf Course
Other

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Most Important

38%
30%
30%
28%
21%
20%
18%
17%
15%
14%
14%
14%
10%
8%
8%
6%
5%
5%
4%
4%
3%
3%
20%

2nd Most Important

40%

60%

3rd Most Important

80%

100%

4th Most Important

Q13. How Respondents Would Vote in Election for Millage
by percentage of households

Vote in favor
50%

Vote against
10%
Might vote in favor
22%
Not sure
18%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)
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Q14. Level of Satisfaction With the
Kent County Parks Department
by percentage of households

Very satisfied
38%

Very
dissatisfied
0%
2%
Somewhat
dissatisfied
Somewhat satisfied
44%

Neutral
15%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Q15. Demographics: What is your age?
by percentage of respondents

35-44 years
18%
18-34 years
22%

45-54 years
20%

Not provided
1%

65+ years
16%
55-64 years
22%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)
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Q16. Demographics: Ages of People in Household
by percentage of household occupants

Ages 20-24
7%

Ages 15-19
10%
Ages 10-14
7%

Ages 25-34
13%

Ages 5-9
7%

Under age 5
7%

Ages 35-44
13%

Ages 75+
3%

Ages 45-54
13%

Ages 65-74
7%
Ages 55-64
13%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Q17. Demographics: Your gender:
by percentage of respondents

Male
49%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Female
51%
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Q18. Demographics: How many years
have you lived in Kent County?
by percentage of respondents

16-20 years
7%

11-15 years
6%

21-30 years
16%

6-10 years
8%

0-5 years
11%

Not provided
4%

31+ years
48%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Q19. Demographics: Race/Ethnicity
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)

80%

White/Caucasian

Hispanic/Latino/Spanish Ancestry

11%

Black/African American

10%

2%

Asian/Pacific Islander

American Indian/Native American

1%

Other

1%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
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Section 2
Priority Investment Rating
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Priority Investment Rating
Kent County, Michigan

The Priority Investment Rating (PIR) was developed by ETC Institute to provide governments
with an objective tool for evaluating the priority that should be placed on parks and recreation
investments. The Priority Investment Rating was developed by ETC Institute to identify the
facilities and programs residents think should receive the highest priority for investment. The
priority investment rating reflects the importance residents place on items (sum of top 4 choices)
and the unmet needs (needs that are only being partly or not met) for each facility/program
relative to the facility/program that rated the highest overall. Since decisions related to future
investments should consider both the level of unmet need and the importance of facilities and
programs, the PIR weights each of these components equally.
The PIR reflects the sum of the Unmet Needs Rating and the Importance Rating as shown in the
equation below:
PIR = UNR + IR
For example, suppose the Unmet Needs Rating for fishing areas is 76.3 (out of 100) and the
Importance Rating for fishing areas is 63.9 (out of 100), the Priority Investment Rating for fishing
areas is 140.2 (out of 200).
How to Analyze the Charts:



High Priority Areas are those with a PIR of at least 125. A rating of 125 or above
generally indicates there is a relatively high level of unmet need and residents
generally think it is important to fund improvements in these areas. Improvements in
this area are likely to have a positive impact on the greatest number of households.



Medium Priority Areas are those with a PIR of 75‐124. A rating in this range generally
indicates there is a medium to high level of unmet need or a significant percentage of
residents generally think it is important to fund improvements in these areas.



Low Priority Areas are those with a PIR below 74. A rating in this range generally
indicates there is a relatively low level of unmet need and residents do not think it is
important to fund improvements in these areas. Improvements may be warranted if
the needs of very specialized populations are being targeted.

The following pages show the Unmet Needs Rating, Importance Rating, and Priority Investment
Rating for facilities.
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Unmet Needs Rating for Recreation Facilities
the rating for the item with the most unmet need=100
the rating of all other items reflects the relative amount of unmet need for each item compared to the item with the most unmet need

Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

100.0

Large natural areas

85.8

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

80.8

Off-leash dog area

79.8

Fishing areas

76.3

Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

75.8

Cross country ski trails (groomed)

71.2

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

70.6

Designated hunting areas

45.0

Mountain biking trails

44.7

Community or regional multi-use trails

44.7

Picnic areas/picnic shelters
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile
long
Playgrounds

41.7
40.5
36.2

Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)

33.3

Fields/courts for sports

32.6
32.1

Park lodges for rent
Disc golf course

30.9
7.0

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)
Other

10.6

0.0

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20.0

40.0

60.0

2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

80.0

100.0

Importance Rating for Recreation Facilities

Page 18

the rating for the item rated as the most important=100
the rating of all other items reflects the relative level of importance for each item compared to the item rated as the most important

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

100.0

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

95.1

Playgrounds

91.7

Picnic areas/picnic shelters

91.0

Large natural areas

85.4

Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

81.9

Community or regional multi-use trails

70.8

Fishing areas
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile
long
Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

63.9
59.0
58.3

Off-leash dog area

52.8

Fields/courts for sports

41.0

Mountain biking trails

33.3

Cross country ski trails (groomed)

31.9

Disc golf course

27.1

Park lodges for rent

20.8

Designated hunting areas

20.1

Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)

9.7

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)

3.5

Other

0.0

8.3

20.0

40.0

60.0

80.0

100.0

Source: ETC Institute (2018)
Page 19

Recreation Needs Assessment

Page 200 of 334

Random Sample of Kent County Households
2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

Top Priorities for Investment for Recreation Facilities
Based on the Priority Investment Rating
Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

182

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

176

Large natural areas

171

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

171

Fishing areas

140

Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

134

Picnic areas/picnic shelters

133

Off-leash dog area

133

Playgrounds

128

Community or regional multi-use trails

116

Cross country ski trails (groomed)
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile
long
Mountain biking trails

103
100

Medium Priority
(75-124)

78

Fields/courts for sports

74

Designated hunting areas

65

Disc golf course

58

Park lodges for rent

Lower Priority
(0-74)

53

Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)

43

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)

10

Other
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

High Priority
(125+)

19
0

40

80

120

160

200
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Section 3
Benchmarking Analysis
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Benchmarking Summary Report
Kent County, Michigan

Since 1998, ETC Institute has conducted household surveys for needs assessments, feasibility studies,
customer satisfaction, fees and charges comparisons, and other parks and recreation issues in more
than 400 communities in 49 states across the country.
The results of these surveys has provided an unparalleled data base of information to compare
responses from household residents in client communities to “National Averages” and therefore
provide a unique tool to “assist organizations in better decision making.”
Communities within the data base include a full‐range of municipal and county governments from
20,000 in population through over 1 million in population. They include communities in warm
weather climates and cold weather climates, mature communities and some of the fastest growing
cities and counties in the country.
“National Averages” have been developed for numerous strategically important parks and
recreation planning and management issues including: customer satisfaction and usage of parks and
programs; methods for receiving marketing information; reasons that prevent members of households
from using parks and recreation facilities more often; priority recreation programs, parks, facilities and
trails to improve or develop; priority programming spaces to have in planned community centers and
aquatic facilities; potential attendance for planned indoor community centers and outdoor aquatic
centers; etc.
Results from household responses for Kent County, Michigan were compared to National
Benchmarks to gain further strategic information. A summary of all tabular comparisons are shown
on the following page.
Note: The benchmarking data contained in this report is protected intellectual property. Any
reproduction of the benchmarking information in this report by persons or organizations not directly
affiliated Kent County is not authorized without written consent from ETC Institute.
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Benchmarking for Kent County, Michigan
National Average

Kent County 2018

Reasons preventing the use of parks and recreation facilities and programs more
often
33%
19%
11%
14%
9%
16%
3%
8%
20%
10%

We are too busy
I do not know locations of parks
Use facilities in other Cities/Park Districts
Too far from residence
Security is insufficient
Fees are too expensive
Lack of accessibility (Not accessible for people w disabilities)
Lack of parking
We are not interested
Facilities are not well maintained

40%
22%
19%
16%
7%
6%
4%
4%
4%
2% Interest and Opinion Survey
2018 Kent County Community

Benchmarking for Kent County, Michigan
National Average
Parks and recreation facilities that respondent households have a need for
Natural areas/wildlife habitats (Greenspace and natural areas)
Picnic Areas and Shelters
Unpaved hiking/walking/mountain biking trails
Bodies of Water/Lake with Public Access
Playgrounds
areas (Fishing
Reasons preventing the use of parks and recreation facilities Fishing
and programs
more piers)
Off-leash dog parks
often
Mountain bike trails
We are too busy
Ultimate Frisbee/Disc Golf
I do not know locations of parks
Equestrian Facility/Trails
Use facilities in other Cities/Park Districts
Too far from residence
Most important parks and recreation facilities (sum of top choices)Security is insufficient
Fees are too expensive
Lack of accessibility
(Not accessible
for people w disabilities)
Unpaved
hiking/walking/mountain
bike trails
Lack
parking
Picnic Areas
andofShelters
We are not
interested
Playgrounds
are not
maintained
Natural areas/wildlife habitatsFacilities
(Greenspace
andwell
natural
areas)

Kent County 2018

2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

Benchmarking for Kent County, Michigan

54%
49%
54%
48%
41%
30%
30%
22%
33%
13%
19%
9%
11%
14%
9%
16%
3%
30%
8%
14%
20%
18%
10%
21%

National Average

22%
11%
15%
7%
3%
2%

Bodies of Water/Lake with Public Access
Fishing areas
Off-Leash Dog Park
Mountain bike trails
Ultimate Frisbee/Disc Golf
Equestrian Facility/Trails

51%
51%
48%
45%
42%
34%
25%
21%
40%
17%
22%
2%
19%
16%
7%
6%
4%
27%
4%
26%
4%
26%
2%
25%

Kent County 2018
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24%
18%
15%
10%
8%
2018 Kent County Community
1% Interest and Opinion Survey

Benchmarking for Kent County, Michigan
National Average

Kent County 2018

24%
35%
22%
6%
3%
12%

37%
42%
15%
2%
0%
4%

Satisfaction with the overall value received from the parks and recreation
department
Very Satisfied
Somewhat Satisfied
Neutral
Somewhat Dissatisfied
Very Dissatisfied
Don't Know
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GIS Maps

Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan

The maps on the following pages show the mean ratings for several
questions on the survey by county.

2018

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
…helping organizations make better decisions since 1982

 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE 2018
ratings.
Shades
blue
Kent County
Communityof
Interest
and Opinion Survey
generally indicate satisfaction with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings of “very safe” or “safe.”
 OFF‐WHITE shades indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral

Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan

Submitted to the Kent County Parks Department
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
Kent County, Michigan

adequate.

ETC Institute
725 W. Frontier Lane,
Olathe, Kansas ORANGE/RED shades indicate NEGATIVE
The maps on the following pages show the
66061
generally indicate dissatisfaction with

ratings. Shades of orange/red
mean ratings for several
a service, ratings of “below
questionsaverage”
on the survey
byand
county.
or “poor”
ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”

October 2018

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
generally indicate satisfaction with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings of “very safe” or “safe.”
 OFF‐WHITE shades indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
adequate.
 ORANGE/RED shades indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
generally indicate dissatisfaction with a service, ratings of “below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
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2018 Kent County Comm

Interpreting GIS Maps
County, Michigan
Location Kent
of Survey
Respondents

The maps on the following pages show the mean ratings for several
questions on the survey by county.
When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
generally indicate satisfaction with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings of “very safe” or “safe.”
 OFF‐WHITE shades indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
adequate.
 ORANGE/RED shades indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
generally indicate dissatisfaction with a service, ratings of “below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”

2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion Survey
Page 1
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Q9. 01 Need For: Boating Kayak access to river or lak

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan
Q9. 01 Need FOR:
Boating/Kayak
access
The maps on the following pages show the mean
to river
or lakes
questions
on the survey by county.

ratings for several

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent C

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Q9a. 01 Need
Boating
Kayakofaccess
generally indicate dissatisfaction
with Met:
a service,
ratings
“belowto rivers or la
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion S
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9a. 01 Need MET:
Boating/Kayak access
to river or lakes

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Su
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)
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Random Sample of Kent County Households
Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan

Q9. 02 Need FOR:
BridleThe
paths
maps on the following pages
(equestrian
questionstrails)
on the survey by county.

show the mean ratings for several

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent County

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Q9a. 02
Need
Met: Bridle
paths
(equestrian trails)
generally indicate dissatisfaction
with
a service,
ratings
of “below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion Surv
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9. 02 Need MET:
Bridle paths
(equestrian trails)

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Surve
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)
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Q9. 03 Need For: Community or regional multi-use tr

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan
Q9. 03 Need FOR:
Community
or regional
The maps on the following pages show the mean
multi-use
trails
questions
on the survey by county.

ratings for several

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent C

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Q9a. 03 Need
Community
generally indicate dissatisfaction
withMet:
a service,
ratingsorofregional
“below multi-use tr
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion S
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9a. 03 Need MET:
Community or regional
multi-use trails

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Su
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)
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Q9. 04 Need For: Cross country ski trails (groomed)

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan
Q9. 04 Need FOR:
Cross The
Country
Ski trails
maps on the following pages show the mean
(groomed)
questions on the survey by county.

ratings for several

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent County

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Q9a. 04with
NeedaMet:
Cross
country
ski trails (groomed)
generally indicate dissatisfaction
service,
ratings
of “below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion Surv
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9a. 04 Need MET:
Cross Country Ski trails
(groomed)

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Surve
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)
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Q9. 05 Need For: Cross country ski trails (ungroome

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan
Q9. 05 Need FOR:
Cross The
country
ski trails
maps on the following pages show the mean
(ungroomed)
questions on the survey by county.

ratings for several

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent C

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Q9a. 05 Need
Crossratings
country
trails (ungroome
generally indicate dissatisfaction
with Met:
a service,
ofski
“below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion S
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9a. 05 Need MET:
Cross country ski trails
(ungroomed)

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Su
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)
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Q9. 06 Need For: Designated hunting areas

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan
Q9. 06 Need FOR:
Designated
hunting areas
The maps on the following pages show the mean
questions on the survey by county.

ratings for several

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent County

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Q9a.
06 Need
Met: ratings
Designated
hunting areas
generally indicate dissatisfaction
with
a service,
of “below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion Surv
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9a. 06 Need MET:
Designated hunting areas

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Surve
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)
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2018 Ken

Q9. 07 Need For: Disc golf course

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Q9. 07 Need FOR:
Disc golf
course
The maps on the

Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan

following pages show the mean ratings for several
questions on the survey by county.
When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent C

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Q9a.a 07
Need Met:
course
generally indicate dissatisfaction with
service,
ratingsDisc
of golf
“below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion S
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9a. 07 Need MET:
Disc golf course

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Su
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)
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2018 Kent Cou

Q9. 08 Need For: Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 mi

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan
Q9. 08 Need FOR:
Extended
hiking trails
The maps on the following pages show the mean
(longer
than 5onmiles)
questions
the survey by county.

ratings for several

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent County

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Q9a. 08 Need
Met:
hikingoftrails
(longer than 5 mil
generally indicate dissatisfaction
with
a Extended
service, ratings
“below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion Surv
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9a. 08 Need MET:
Extended hiking trails
(longer than 5 miles)

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Surve
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)
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2018 Ken

Q9. 09 Need For: Fields/Courts for sports

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan
Q9. 09 Need FOR:
Fields/Courts
for sports
The maps on the following pages show the mean
questions on the survey by county.

ratings for several

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent C

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Met:ratings
Fields/Courts
for sports
generally indicate dissatisfactionQ9a.
with09aNeed
service,
of “below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion S
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9a. 09 Need MET:
Fields/Courts for sports

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Su
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)
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2018 Kent Cou

Q9. 10 Need For: Fishing areas

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Q9. 10 Need FOR:
Fishing
areas
The maps on the

Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan

following pages show the mean ratings for several
questions on the survey by county.
When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent County

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
10 Needratings
Met: Fishing
areas
generally indicate dissatisfaction withQ9a.
a service,
of “below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
2018 Kent County Parks Community Interest and Opinion Surv
Shading reflects the percentage of all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Q9a. 10 Need MET:
Fishing areas

How Well Needs Met
Mean rating on a 4-point scale

1.0-1.75 Not Met
1.75-2.5 Partly Met
2.5-3.25 Mostly Met
3.25-4.0 Fully Met
No Response

ETC INSTITUTE

2018 Kent
County Parks
Interest
and Opinion
Page 1Surve
Shading reflects the percentage
of all respondents
by Community
ZIP Code (merged
as needed)
Shading reflects the mean rating for all respondents by ZIP Code (merged as needed)

Recreation Needs Assessment

Page 216 of 334

2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey
2018 Ken

Q9. 11 Need For: Hiking trails within parks (unpaved p

Random Sample of Kent County Households
Interpreting GIS Maps
Kent County, Michigan
Q9. 11 Need FOR:
HikingThe
trails
within parks
maps on the following pages show the mean
(unpaved
paths)
questions
on the survey by county.

ratings for several

When reading the maps, please use the following color scheme as a guide:
 DARK/LIGHT BLUE shades indicate POSITIVE ratings. Shades of blue
Percent
Have Need
generally indicate
satisfaction
with a service, ratings of “excellent” or
“good” and ratings
of “very safe” or “safe.”
1%-20%
21%-40%
41%-60%
 OFF‐WHITE shades
indicate NEUTRAL ratings. Shades of neutral
61%-80%
generally indicate that residents thought the quality of service delivery is
81%-100%
adequate.
No response

2018 Kent C

ETC INSTITUTE
 ORANGE/RED shades
indicate NEGATIVE ratings. Shades of orange/red
Q9a. 11 Need
Met:
within
parks (unpaved p
generally indicate dissatisfaction
with
a Hiking
service, trails
ratings
of “below
average” or “poor” and ratings of “unsafe” or “very unsafe.”
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Kent County Community Interest
and Opinion Survey
Executive Summary
Overview
ETC Institute administered a needs assessment survey for the Kent County Parks
Department during the summer of 2018. The survey was administered as part of the County’s
efforts to better understand the priorities of the residents, regarding parks, trails, facilities,
programs, and recreation. The survey and its results will guide the Kent County Parks Department
in making improvements to the County’s existing and future parks, trails, and recreational
programs to best serve the needs of its residents. The survey will also help the County establish
priorities for the future improvement of Parks and Recreation facilities, programs and services
within its communities.

Methodology
The survey was promoted, by the County, as an effort to ensure all residents had the opportunity
to participate in the process. To make sure all residents did have an opportunity to participate,
the non‐random sample results were tabulated separate from the random sample results. A total
of 261 surveys were completed and have a margin error of 6.1% at the 95% level of confidence.
This report contains the following:






Charts showing the non‐random sample results of the survey (Section 1)
Priority Investment Rating (PIR) that identifies priorities for facilities and amenities
(Section 2)
Benchmarking analysis comparing the County’s results to national results (Section 3)
Tabular data showing the non‐random sample results for all questions on the survey
(Section 4)
A copy of the survey instrument (Section 5)

The major findings of the survey are below and on the following pages.

Kent County Parks, Trails, and Services
The highest levels of overall satisfaction with various parks, trails, and services managed by the
Kent County Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses
among residents who had an opinion, were: cleanliness/maintenance (84%), large natural areas
(80%), lakes or rivers (79%), regional multi‐use trails (77%), and unpaved hiking trails within parks
(77%). The top services and facilities that respondent households indicated as the most important
to them were: cleanliness/maintenance (50%), restrooms (42%), safety & security (37%), and
unpaved hiking trails within parks (28%).
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Park Features and Qualities. The highest levels of satisfaction with park features and qualities
managed by the Kent County Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and
“satisfied” responses among residents who had an opinion, were: cleanliness/maintenance
(84%), picnic areas & picnic shelters (36%), and safety & security (73%).
Trails. The highest levels of satisfaction with trails managed by the Kent County Parks
Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses among residents who
had an opinion, were: regional multi‐use trails (77%), unpaved hiking trails within parks (77%),
and paved trails within parks (74%).
Natural Features. The highest levels of satisfaction with natural features managed by the Kent
County Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses among
residents who had an opinion, were: large natural areas (80%) and lakes or rivers (79%).
Water Recreation. The highest levels of satisfaction with water recreation managed by the Kent
County Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses among
residents who had an opinion, were: beaches (65%) and fishing areas (59%).
Special Uses. The highest levels of satisfaction with the special uses managed by the Kent County
Parks Department, based on the sum of “very satisfied” and “satisfied” responses among
residents who had an opinion, were: golf course (58%), campground (57%), disc golf course (52%),
and soccer (46%).

Kent County Park Usage
Respondents were given a list of 37 various parks that are operated by the Kent County Parks
Department and were asked to indicate all of the parks they had visited in the past year. The top
parks visited, as indicated by respondent households, were: Millennium (58%), Fallasburg (32%),
Townsend (31%), and Pickerel Lake (28%). The parks that were used the most often in the past
year were: Millennium (41%), Lutton (19%), Pickerel Lake (16%), and Townsend (14%).

Barriers Preventing the Use of Parks, Recreation Facilities, and
Programs
Residents were asked, from a list of 18 various reasons, to indicate what has prevented them or
members of their household from using the parks, recreation facilities, or programs more often.
The top three reasons selected were: not enough time/too busy (31%), too far from home (17%),
other parks or trails are closer (17%), and no reason in particular (16%).

Facility Needs and Priorities
Facility Needs: Respondents were asked to identify if their household had a need for 19
recreation facilities and amenities and rate how well their needs for each were currently being
met. Based on this analysis, ETC Institute was able to estimate the number of households in the
community that had the greatest “unmet” need for various facilities.
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The top four recreation facilities with the highest percentage of households that indicated a need
for the facility were: boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes (46%), unpaved hiking trails within
parks (43%), community or regional multi‐use trails (36%), and large natural areas (34%). ETC
Institute estimates a total of 114,553 households out of the 249,029 households in Kent County
have a need for boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes and an estimated 107,830 households out
of the 249,029 households in Kent County have a need for unpaved hiking trails within parks. ETC
Institute estimates a total of 65,639 households out of the 249,029 households in Kent County
have unmet needs for boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes, an estimated 51,974 households
out of the 249,029 households in Kent County have unmet needs for an off‐leash dog area, an
estimated 47,014 households out of the 249,029 households have unmet needs for unpaved
hiking trails within parks, and 45,857 households out of the 249,029 households in Kent County
have unmet needs for extended hiking trails that are longer than 5 miles. The estimated number
of households that have unmet needs for each of the 19 facilities that were assessed is shown in
the table below.

Facility Importance: In addition to assessing the needs for each facility, ETC Institute also
assessed the importance that residents placed on each facility. Based on the sum of respondents’
top four choices, the four most important facilities to residents were:
1.
2.
3.
4.

boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes (29%),
unpaved hiking trails within parks (28%),
large natural areas (23), and
mountain biking trails (23%).
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The percentage of residents who selected each facility as one of their top four choices is shown
in the chart below.

Priorities for Facility Investments. The Priority Investment Rating (PIR) was developed by ETC
Institute to provide organizations with an objective tool for evaluating the priority that should
be placed on Parks and Recreation investments. The Priority Investment Rating (PIR) equally
weighs (1) the importance that residents place on facilities and (2) how many residents have
unmet needs for the facility. [Details regarding the methodology for this analysis are provided
in Section 2 of this report.]
Based the Priority Investment Rating (PIR), the following six facilities were rated as high
priorities for investment:







Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes (PIR=200)
Unpaved hiking trails within parks (PIR=169)
Mountain biking trails (PIR=148)
Off‐leash dog area (PIR=147)
Large natural areas (PIR=143)
Extended hiking trails that are longer than 5 miles (PIR=139)
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The chart below shows the Priority Investment Rating for each of the 19 facilities/amenities
that were assessed on the survey.

Additional Findings
Respondents were given a list of 5 different trails and to indicate whether or not they had utilized
each of these trails. The top two trails that were utilized by respondent households during the
past year were: Kent Trails (42%) and Fred Meijer Millennium Park Trail Network (38%). The
number of visits made, by respondent households who utilized the park, to Kent Trails were:
between 1 to 4 visits (55%), between 5 to 10 visits (22%), and 11 or more visits (23%). The number
of visits made, by respondent households who utilized the park, to Fred Meijer Millennium Park
Trail Network were: between 1 to 4 visits (47%), between 5 to 10 visits (19%), and 11 or more
visits (34%).
When asked what trail activities households or members of the household participated in, the
activities participated in most, were: walking for exercise (67%), bike riding (60%), and nature
observation (48%). The highest rated sports that respondents indicated they had participated in
at least once in the past year was: golf (30%), soccer (22%), and disc golf (17%).
Forty‐two percent (42%) of respondent households indicated they were “very satisfied” and 47%
of respondent households indicated they were “somewhat satisfied” with the Kent County Parks
Department.
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Funding Priorities. The items with the highest levels of support for improvement of parks and
trails, based on the sum of “very supportive” and “somewhat supportive” responses among
residents who had an opinion, were: preserve unique natural areas (91%), connect parks &
communities with trails (86%), maintain & improve existing facilities (82%), and buy land to
expand existing parks (79%). The potential improvements that respondent households indicated
were the most important to them were: buy land to expand existing parks (31%), connect parks
& communities with trails (29%), preserve unique natural areas (25%), and maintain & improve
existing facilities (22%).
Eighty‐two percent (82%) of respondent households indicated they would either vote in favor
(62%) or might vote in favor (20%) for a millage being added to taxes for additional funding to
provide new parks, trails, and facilities for the residents of Kent County.

Recommendations
To ensure the Kent County Parks Department continues to meet the needs and expectations of
the community, ETC Institute recommends that the Parks and Recreation Department sustain
and/or improve the performance in areas that were identified as “high priorities” by the Priority
Investment Rating (PIR). The facilities with the highest PIR ratings are listed below.
Facility Priorities
o Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes (PIR=200)
o Unpaved hiking trails within parks (PIR=169)
o Mountain biking trails (PIR=148)
o Off‐leash dog area (PIR=147)
o Large natural areas (PIR=143)
o Extended hiking trails that are longer than 5 miles (PIR=139)
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Section 1
Charts and Graphs
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Q1. Parks Operated by the Kent County Parks Department
Respondent Household Have Visited Within the Past Year
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)
Millennium
Fallasburg
Townsend
Pickerel Lake
Wabasis Lake Park
Rogue River
Lutton
Provin Trails
Palmer
Wahlfield
Johnson
Seidman
Myers Lake
Long Lake
Kaufman Golf Course
Wabasis Lake Campground
Douglas Walker
Brewer
Dwight Lydell
Caledonia Lakeside
Chief Hazy Cloud
Lamoreaux
Thornapple Riverbend
Creekside
Dutton Shadyside
Knapp Valley
Paris
Fisk Knob
White Pine Park
Lepard Preserve
Lamoreaux Memorial
Coldwater River
Ruehs
Cooper Creek
Gordon
Bettes Memorial
Spencer Forest
Source: ETC Institute (2018)
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Q2. Parks Households Visit Most Often
by percentage of respondents who selected the items as one of their top three choices
Millennium
Lutton
Pickerel Lake
Townsend
Wahlfield
Fallasburg
Kaufman Golf Course
Wabasis Lake Park
Seidman
Palmer
Rogue River
Wabasis Lake Campground
Provin Trails
Johnson
Long Lake
Myers Lake
Caledonia Lakeside
Douglas Walker
Brewer
Dwight Lydell
Dutton Shadyside
Creekside
Lamoreaux
Lepard Preserve
Ruehs
Thornapple Riverbend
White Pine Park
Paris
Chief Hazy Cloud
Coldwater River
Fisk Knob
Gordon
Knapp Valley
Gordon
Fisk Knob

19%
16%
14%
12%
11%
11%
11%
9%
9%
8%
8%
8%
8%
7%
6%
6%
5%
4%
4%
3%
3%
2%
2%
2%
1%
1%

1%

1%
1%
1%
0%

0%

0%

0%
0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

41%

20%

40%

60%
Most Often

80%

2nd Most Often

100%

3rd Most Often
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Q3. Trails Utililzed by Households During the Past Year
by percentage of households

42%

Kent Trails

38%

Fred Meijer Millennium Park Trail Network

23%

Fred Meijer Pioneer Trail

Fred Meijer M-6 Trail

20%

Paul Henry Thornapple Trail

19%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Q3. How Often Respondent Households Visited Various Trails
by percentage of respondents who have used the trails

Fred Meijer Millennium Park Trail Network

47%

Paul Henry Thornapple Trail

48%

34%

19%

23%

29%

Kent Trails

55%

22%

Fred Meijer M-6 Trail

54%

25%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

40%

21%

23%

68%

Fred Meijer Pioneer Trail

23%

60%
1-4 Visits

80%
5-10 Visits

9%

100%
11+ Visits

Page 3

Recreation Needs Assessment

Page 236 of 334

Non-Random Online Survey

2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

Q4. Trail Activities Respondent Households Participate In
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)

67%

Walking for exercise

60%

Bike riding

48%

Nature observation

40%

Hiking

28%

Mountain biking

23%

Jogging
Extended hiking (soft-surface
trails longer than 5 miles)

18%
5%

In-line skating

3%

Horseback riding

5%

None. I do not use trails

0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Q5. Sports Respondent Households
Participate in at Least Once Per Year
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)

30%

Golf

22%

Soccer

17%

Disc golf
Baseball/softball

15%

Basketball

15%
12%

Tennis

8%

Sand volleyball
Pickleball

5%

Bocce ball

5%
3%

Lacrosse

0%

Rugby

0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
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Q6. Reasons Preventing Households From Using the
Parks, Recreation Facilities, or Programs More Often
by percentage of households (multiple choices could be made)

31%

Not enough time/too busy

17%

Too far from home

17%

Other parks or trails are closer

16%

No reason in particular
Lack of trails

15%

Condition or availability of restrooms

14%
13%

Not sure where Kent County parks & trails are

8%

Like other parks or trails more
Too crowded

7%

Do not have right facilities

6%

Do not feel safe

5%

Too hard to get to

4%

Not enough parking

4%

Admission fees

4%

Not interested in using parks or trails

3%
2%

Not well maintained

2%

Disability prevents use
Do not feel welcome

1%

Other

7%

0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Q7. Level of Satisfaction With Various Parks, Trails & Services
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)
Cleanliness/maintenance
Large natural areas
Lakes or rivers
Regional multi-use trails
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Picnic areas & picnic shelters
Wildlife observation areas
Paved trails within parks
Safety & security
Playgrounds
Beaches
Indoor shelter houses for rent
Clearly posted maps
Mountain biking trails
Restrooms
Fishing areas
Golf course
Campground
Canoe/kayak access to rivers & lakes
Disc golf course
Soccer
Baseball/softball
Designated hunting areas
Off-leash dog area
Equestrian trails
Tennis
Pickleball

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

49%
12% 3%
35%
3%
39%
18%
41%
6%
41%
15%
38%
6%
40%
16%
37%
6%
37%
17%
40%
5%
37%
19%
39%
7%
33%
19%
41%
5%
41%
21%
33%
4%
38%
24%
35%
3%
38%
26%
34%
10%
29%
25%
36%
9%
43%
26%
22%
17%
23%
22%
38%
15%
38%
25%
23%
19%
22%
21%
38%
12%
24%
30%
35%
2%
34%
40%
24%
13%
22%
31%
35%
19%
22%
27%
33%
6%
20%
42%
32%
3%
16%
51%
30%
7%
22%
53%
18%
16%
20%
51%
13%
37%
12%
32%
19%
10%
18%
61%
12%
14%
14%
57%
15%
2%
6%
18%
74%

20%
Very Satisfied

40%
Satisfied

60%
Neutral

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied
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Q7(1-6). Level of Satisfaction With Park Features and Qualities
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

12%

35%

49%

Cleanliness/maintenance

3%

19%

39%

5%

Picnic areas & picnic shelters

37%

Safety & security

38%

35%

24%

4%

Playgrounds

38%

34%

26%

3%

0%

20%

40%

Very Satisfied

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Satisfied

9%

21%

38%

22%

Restrooms

26%

22%

43%

Indoor shelter houses for rent

60%
Neutral

19%

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied

Q7(7-12). Level of Satisfaction With Trails
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

37%

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

41%

Paved trails within parks

Clearly posted maps

Equestrian trails

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

40%

17%

6%

33%

21%

5%

Very Satisfied

40%
Satisfied

15%

25%

10%

61%

12%

20%

17%

22%

23%

38%

18%

6%

38%

23%

Mountain biking trails

16%

37%

40%

Regional multi-use trails

Neutral

60%

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied
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Q7(13-15). Level of Satisfaction With Natural Features
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

39%

Large natural areas

41%

41%

Lakes or rivers

38%

33%

Wildlife observation areas

0%

40%

Very Satisfied

6%

7%

19%

60%

Satisfied

3%

15%

41%

20%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

18%

Neutral

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied

Q7(16-18). Level of Satisfaction With Water Recreation
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

Beaches

29%

Fishing areas

24%

Canoe/kayak access to rivers & lakes

22%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

36%

25%

35%

30%

33%

20%
Very Satisfied

12%

27%

40%
Satisfied

60%
Neutral

10%

19%

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied
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Q7(19-28). Level of Satisfaction With Special Uses
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)
34%

Golf course

24%

22%

Campground

35%

20%

Disc golf course

12%

19%

Tennis

14%

15%

18%

Pickleball

7%
16%
37%

32%

14%

57%

6%

74%

20%

40%

Very Satisfied

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

3%

51%

2%

0%

6%

53%

13%

Off-leash dog area

13%

51%

18%

20%

Designated hunting areas

2%

42%

30%

22%

Baseball/softball

31%

32%

16%

Soccer

40%

60%

Satisfied

Neutral

80%

100%

Somewhat Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied

Q8. Services or Facilities That Are Most
Important to Respondent Households

by percentage of respondents who selected the items as one of their top four choices
Cleanliness/maintenance
Restrooms
Safety & security
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Mountain biking trails
Paved trails within parks
Playgrounds
Regional multi-use trails
Large natural areas
Picnic areas & picnic shelters
Clearly posted maps
Canoe/kayak access to rivers & lakes
Off-leash dog area
Lakes or rivers
Beaches
Wildlife observation areas
Campground
Fishing areas
Golf course
Indoor shelter houses for rent
Equestrian trails
Disc golf course
Tennis
Pickleball
Designated hunting areas
Soccer
Baseball/softball

19%
17%
16%
15%
14%
14%
13%
12%
12%
10%
8%
8%
7%
5%
4%
2%
2%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%

28%

50%

0%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

42%
37%

Most Important

20%

40%

2nd Most Important

60%
3rd Most Important

80%

100%

4th Most Important
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Q9. Facilities or Amenities Respondent
Households Have a Need For
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)

Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

46%

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

43%

Community or regional multi-use trails

36%

Large natural areas

34%

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

32%

Picnic areas/picnic shelters

30%

Mountain biking trails

28%

Fishing areas

28%

Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

27%

Off-leash dog area

24%

Playgrounds

23%

Cross country ski trails (groomed)

22%

Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long

18%

Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)

13%

Disc golf course

13%

Fields/courts for sports

10%

Park lodges for rent

10%

Designated hunting areas

9%

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)

3%

Other

5%

0%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Q9. Estimated Number of Households
That Have a Need for Various Facilities
by number of households based on 249,029 households in Kent County, MI
Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

114,553

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

107,830

Community or regional multi-use trails

88,654

Large natural areas

84,919

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

79,191

Picnic areas/picnic shelters

73,464

Mountain biking trails

69,728

Fishing areas

68,732

Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

67,736

Off-leash dog area

60,016

Playgrounds

58,273

Cross country ski trails (groomed)

54,288

Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long

43,829

Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)

33,370

Disc golf course

32,374

Fields/courts for sports

24,903

Park lodges for rent

23,907

Designated hunting areas

22,911

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)

7,720

Other
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

11,455

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000
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Q9. How Well Parks and Recreation Facilities
Meet the Needs of Respondent Households
by percentage of respondents with a need for facilities
Playgrounds
Picnic areas/picnic shelters
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long
Community or regional multi-use trails
Fields/courts for sports
Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Disc golf course
Park lodges for rent
Large natural areas
Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)
Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes
Fishing areas
Mountain biking trails
Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)
Cross country ski trails (groomed)
Designated hunting areas
Off-leash dog area
Bridle paths (equestrian trails)
Other

44%
35%
32%
28%
25%
28%
19%
19%
33%
29%
41%
6%

40%
45%
39%
39%
40%
34%
37%
36%
19%
23%

15%
17% 3%
5%
24%
6%
27%
20%
15%
14%
24%
6%
38%
19%
26%
29%
19%
12%
36%
6%
47%
2%

32%
19%
11%
38%
25%
13%
17%
45%
22%
32%
13%
32%
18%
27%
15%
40%
17%
35%
11%
37%
27%
55%
18%
4% 10%
56%
31%
86%
14%
20%
60%
20%

0%

20%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

40%

60%

Fully Met

Mostly Met

80%

100%

Partly Met

Not Met

Q9. Estimated Number of Households Whose Needs
for Facilities Are Being Partly Met or Not Met
by number of households based on 249,029 households in Kent County, MI
Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes
Off-leash dog area
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)
Mountain biking trails
Large natural areas
Fishing areas
Cross country ski trails (groomed)
Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long
Community or regional multi-use trails
Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)
Designated hunting areas
Disc golf course
Picnic areas/picnic shelters
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long

65,639
51,974
47,014
45,857
45,184
40,846
40,071
39,196
29,934
29,256
17,753
16,656
14,633
14,472
12,842
11,380
9,498
8,716
7,720

Park lodges for rent
Playgrounds
Fields/courts for sports
Bridle paths (equestrian trails)
Other

9,164

0
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000
Partly Met

250,000

Not Met
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Q10. Facilities That Are Most Important
to Respondent Households

by percentage of respondents who selected the items as one of their top four choices

29%
28%
23%
23%
21%
20%
20%
17%
16%
15%
15%
14%
9%
7%
6%
5%
5%
4%

Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes
Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)
Large natural areas
Mountain biking trails
Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long
Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)
Off-leash dog area
Picnic areas/picnic shelters
Playgrounds
Community or regional multi-use trails
Fishing areas
Cross country ski trails (groomed)
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile long
Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)
Fields/courts for sports
Disc golf course
Designated hunting areas
Park lodges for rent
Bridle paths (equestrian trails)
Other

1%

7%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Most Important

20%

40%

2nd Most Important

60%

80%

3rd Most Important

100%

4th Most Important

Q11. Level of Support of Efforts to Improve Parks and Trails
by percentage of respondents (without “don’t know” responses)

Create more natural-surfaced paths in parks
Provide boat/kayaking access sites

38%
35%

Create more long-distance hiking trails
Create more paved trails in parks

38%
29%
36%

Create more mountain bike trails
Add fishing areas
Improve or add features to Wabasis Lake Campground
Establish off-leash dog parks
Add more playgrounds
Improve paving on parking lots & roads within park

25%
25%
26%
18%
17%
17%

Groom more cross-country ski trails
Build more picnic shelters or lodges 10%
21%
Build more rental cabins at campground 11%
18%
19%
Create more sports courts or fields 8%
Add disc golf courses 7%
20%
Improve or add features to Kaufman Golf Course
16% 9%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Very Supportive

20%

Somewhat Supportive

1%

16%
15% 6%
19% 3%

43%
32%
40%

39%
47%
38%

Maintain & improve existing facilities
Buy land to expand existing parks
Upgrade park restrooms

8%
9% 5%

30%
25%

61%
61%

Preserve unique natural areas
Connect parks & communities with trails

2%

21%

36%
37%

22%
23%

33%
26%
29%

30%
16%

34%
33%

27%
22%
17%

25%

21%
20%
19%

44%
30%
40%

40%

24%
42%
33%

37%
35%

Neutral

7%
15%
19%

14%
20%
32%

37%
40%
41%

23%
24%
22%

5%

6%

37%
41%

60%

80%

100%

Not Supportive/Not at All Supportive
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Q12. Potential Improvements Most
Important to Respondent Households

by percentage of respondents who selected the items as one of their top four choices
Buy land to expand existing parks
Connect parks & communities with trails
Preserve unique natural areas
Maintain & improve existing facilities
Create more mountain bike trails
Create more natural-surfaced paths in parks
Establish off-leash dog parks
Create more long-distance hiking trails
Upgrade park restrooms
Create more paved trails in parks
Provide boat/kayaking access sites
Add fishing areas
Groom more cross-country ski trails
Add more playgrounds
Improve or add features to Wabasis Lake Campground
Improve or add features to Kaufman Golf Course
Build more rental cabins at campground
Build more picnic shelters or lodges
Create more sports courts or fields
Improve paving on parking lots & roads within park
Add disc golf courses

31%
29%
25%
22%
20%
16%
15%
15%
14%
12%
12%
11%
10%
8%
8%
6%
5%
5%
3%
3%
2%

0%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Most Important

20%

2nd Most Important

40%

60%

3rd Most Important

80%

100%

4th Most Important

Q13. How Respondents Would Vote in Election for Millage
by percentage of households

Vote in favor
62%

Vote against
9%

Not sure
8%
Might vote in favor
20%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)
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Q14. Level of Satisfaction With the
Kent County Parks Department
by percentage of households

Very satisfied
42%

Very
dissatisfied
1%

Neutral
7%

4%
Somewhat
dissatisfied

Somewhat satisfied
47%
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Q15. Demographics: What is your age?
by percentage of respondents

35-44 years
15%
18-34 years
19%

45-54 years
19%

Not provided
13%
55-64 years
24%

65+ years
11%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)
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Q16. Demographics: Ages of People in Household
by percentage of household occupants

Ages 15-19
7%

Ages 20-24
7%
Ages 25-34
15%

Ages 10-14
7%
Ages 5-9
7%

Under age 5
7%

Ages 35-44
11%

Ages 65-74
7%
Ages 45-54
15%

Ages 55-64
15%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Q17. Demographics: Your gender:
by percentage of respondents

Male
53%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Female
47%
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Q18. Demographics: How many years
have you lived in Kent County?
by percentage of respondents

16-20 years
10%

21-30 years
12%

11-15 years
7%
6-10 years
4%

0-5 years
10%

Not provided
13%

31+ years
45%

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

Q19. Demographics: Race/Ethnicity
by percentage of respondents (multiple choices could be made)

80%

White/Caucasian

Black/African American

2%

Hispanic/Latino/Spanish Ancestry

1%

American Indian/Native American

1%

2%

Other

Other

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

1%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
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Section 2
Priority Investment Rating
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Priority Investment Rating
Kent County, Michigan

The Priority Investment Rating (PIR) was developed by ETC Institute to provide governments
with an objective tool for evaluating the priority that should be placed on parks and recreation
investments. The Priority Investment Rating was developed by ETC Institute to identify the
facilities and programs residents think should receive the highest priority for investment. The
priority investment rating reflects the importance residents place on items (sum of top 4 choices)
and the unmet needs (needs that are only being partly or not met) for each facility/program
relative to the facility/program that rated the highest overall. Since decisions related to future
investments should consider both the level of unmet need and the importance of facilities and
programs, the PIR weights each of these components equally.
The PIR reflects the sum of the Unmet Needs Rating and the Importance Rating as shown in the
equation below:
PIR = UNR + IR
For example, suppose the Unmet Needs Rating for fishing areas is 61.0 (out of 100) and the
Importance Rating for fishing areas is 49.8 (out of 100), the Priority Investment Rating for fishing
areas is 110.8 (out of 200).
How to Analyze the Charts:



High Priority Areas are those with a PIR of at least 125. A rating of 125 or above
generally indicates there is a relatively high level of unmet need and residents
generally think it is important to fund improvements in these areas. Improvements in
this area are likely to have a positive impact on the greatest number of households.



Medium Priority Areas are those with a PIR of 75‐124. A rating in this range generally
indicates there is a medium to high level of unmet need or a significant percentage of
residents generally think it is important to fund improvements in these areas.



Low Priority Areas are those with a PIR below 74. A rating in this range generally
indicates there is a relatively low level of unmet need and residents do not think it is
important to fund improvements in these areas. Improvements may be warranted if
the needs of very specialized populations are being targeted.

The following pages show the Unmet Needs Rating, Importance Rating, and Priority Investment
Rating for facilities.
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Unmet Needs Rating for Recreation Facilities
the rating for the item with the most unmet need=100
the rating of all other items reflects the relative amount of unmet need for each item compared to the item with the most unmet need

Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

100.0

Off-leash dog area

79.2

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

71.6

Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

69.9

Mountain biking trails

68.8

Large natural areas

62.2

Fishing areas

61.0

Cross country ski trails (groomed)

59.7

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

45.6

Community or regional multi-use trails

44.6

Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)

27.0

Designated hunting areas

25.4

Disc golf course

22.3

Picnic areas/picnic shelters
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile
long
Park lodges for rent

22.0
19.6
17.3
14.5

Playgrounds
Fields/courts for sports

13.3
11.8

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)
Other

14.0

0.0

Source: ETC Institute (2018)

20.0

40.0

60.0

2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

80.0

100.0

Importance Rating for Recreation Facilities

Page 18

the rating for the item rated as the most important=100
the rating of all other items reflects the relative level of importance for each item compared to the item rated as the most important

Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

100.0

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

97.3

Large natural areas

80.4

Mountain biking trails

79.0

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

71.1

Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

68.7

Off-leash dog area

67.4

Picnic areas/picnic shelters

56.7

Playgrounds

56.4

Community or regional multi-use trails

52.6

Fishing areas

49.8

Cross country ski trails (groomed)
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile
long
Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)

48.5
30.9
23.7

Fields/courts for sports

21.0

Disc golf course

18.2

Designated hunting areas

15.5

Park lodges for rent

12.7

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)

4.1

Other

0.0

22.3

20.0

40.0

60.0

80.0

100.0

Source: ETC Institute (2018)
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Non-Random Online Survey
2018 Kent County Community Interest and Opinion Survey

Top Priorities for Investment for Recreation Facilities
Based on the Priority Investment Rating
Boating/kayak access to rivers or lakes

200

Hiking trails within parks (unpaved paths)

169

Mountain biking trails

148

Off-leash dog area

147

Large natural areas

143

Extended hiking trails (longer than 5 miles)

139

Paved trails within parks more than 1 mile long

117

Fishing areas

111

Cross country ski trails (groomed)

108

Community or regional multi-use trails

97

Picnic areas/picnic shelters

Medium Priority
(75-124)

79

Playgrounds

71

Cross country ski trails (ungroomed)
Paved loop trails within parks less than 1 mile
long
Designated hunting areas

41

Disc golf course

41

51
50

Fields/courts for sports

Lower Priority
(0-74)

34

Park lodges for rent

30

Bridle paths (equestrian trails)

16

Other
Source: ETC Institute (2018)

High Priority
(125+)

36
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40

80

120

160

200
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Special Initiatives
Overview
At the end of this current 2019-2023 planning period,
the Kent County Parks Department will celebrate its
100th anniversary of providing parks, trails and natural
areas to enhance the quality of life in Kent County.
Over the decades, the recreational needs and expectations of County residents have evolved with changing
trends and population growth. Anticipating these
shifts, community leaders set out from the beginning
to create an ambitious system of parks and trails
capable of meeting current needs as well as those of
future generations.
Some patterns in parks are easy to anticipate. As
shown above in a photo from Long
Lake Park, hot summer days have
always drawn people to lakes and
dried up park lawns. However, new
recreational trends can be harder to
forecast. The park employee who
took the Long Lake photo never
would have anticipated hobby drones,
stand-up paddleboards, cell phones
with GPS and birdwatcher apps, or
even mountain bikes. Fortunately,
Kent County Parks needn’t anticipate
every new recreational interest that
might arise. Rather, the Department
must provide the vibrant parks,
trails and natural space where future
recreational pursuits can come alive.
As Kent County Parks enters its
second century of operation, certain
Special Initiatives

challenges and opportunities are likely to play
prominent roles in planning for the future. These
“Special Initiatives” are meant to ensure that Kent
County Parks continues to build a vibrant park and
trail system to serve future generations, not just a
system that meets the community’s current needs.
This new section of the five-year plan plants seeds,
highlighting some of the more significant areas of
focus anticipated for the years ahead. These include:
•

Corridors and Connections,

•

Watershed and Habitat Management,

•

Regional Parks, and

•

Staffing.

Volunteers spread mud balls of native seeds at the Luton Park prairie restoration area
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Corridors and Connections
Improving access to parks, connecting communities and trail systems and preserving greenways.

Chief Hazy Cloud Park and Ada Township’s Roselle Park
Overview
Kent County Parks has been pursuing a longterm goal of expanding Chief Hazy Cloud Park to
nearly 400 acres with 3 miles of frontage on the
Grand River. Across the river, Ada Township’s
Roselle Park is a 240 acre nature preserve with a
network of paved trails. The Township has been
actively developing a system of multiuse trails
throughout the township with connections to
parks, communities and other trail systems. Ada
Township also has been a staunch partner in
Artist rendering of proposed trail bridge across the Grand River,
with Roselle Park on the left and Chief Hazy Cloud Park on the right
the ongoing effort to expand Chief Hazy Cloud
Park by contributing significant funding for land
acquisition and by participating in long-term planning for recreational opportunities.

Aspirations and Opportunities
An opportunity exists to develop a trail bridge across the Grand River, linking newly acquired land at Chief Hazy
Cloud Park to Roselle Park. Parts of historic bridges from Ohio and Michigan are available and may be assembled
to create the new span, or the bridge may be a modern cable-stayed design. Coupled with a planned extension of
Ada Township trails along Pettis Avenue and the development of trails within Chief Hazy Cloud Park, this new
connection will create an eight-mile loop trail including the Village of Ada, Roselle Park, Chief Hazy Cloud Park,
and miles of scenic natural areas along the Grand River corridor. This far-reaching project is preserving floodplains
and scenic greenways along the Grand River, while providing exceptional recreational access and trail connections.
The project also support priorities that scored highly in the public needs survey, including providing more access
for boating and kayaking and more unpaved hiking trails, protecting large natural areas, and connecting parks and
communities with trails.

White Pine State Trail / Rogue River Corridor north of Rockford
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Aerial view of Rogue River corridor north of Rockford, looking west (base image © Google)
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wetlands. Kent County Parks’ 12 Mile Conservation Area anchors this natural corridor to the north. Riverfront
property owned by the City of Rockford and Wolverine World Wide lie to the south. Much of the wooded land
surrounding the river is on a floodplain, with limited potential for development. Overall, nearly 200 acres of
undeveloped natural landscape remain in this corridor, adjacent to a busy downtown area and a rapidly growing
population base. This segment of the White Pine Trail is heavily used. Rockford’s Rogue River Nature Trail on the
west bank of the river also receives considerable use.

Aspirations and Opportunities
The undeveloped corridor surrounding the Rogue River between Rockford and 12 Mile Road provides excellent
wildlife habitat and offers a scenic setting for the White Pine State Trail. Acquisition of additional land for public
use would protect this important greenway and significantly enhance recreational opportunities for Rockford area
citizens and visitors. Footpaths could be developed branching from the White Pine Trail, leading to observation
areas and fishing platforms. The Rogue River Nature Trail could be extended to connect with the White Pine Trail,
creating a loop either stretching to 12 Mile Road or bridging the river. These improvements would support public
interest in protecting unique natural areas, expanding existing parks and developing more hiking trail opportunities.

Interurban Trail to Kalamazoo
Overview
A group called The Friends of the Interurban Trail has
been working for more than a decade to create a 40
mile multi-use trail connecting Kalamazoo to Grand
Rapids. Recently renamed the “River to River Trail,”
the route is expected to largely follow an abandoned rail
corridor near US 131. Consumers Energy owns much
of this corridor and is willing to work with planners on
the project. The potential route envisioned by Williams
and Works would connect to the Kal-Haven State Trail
and extend the Kalamazoo River Valley Trail, eventually
linking with Kent County’s Fred Meijer M-6 Trail.
Development of this trail supports the top priority for
future spending identified by survey respondents of
connecting parks and communities with trails.

Aspirations and Opportunities

RIVER TO RIVER TRAIL
PLANNING STUDY

May 2018

Prepared by:
The City of Wayland has been very supportive of this
Wightman
Williams & Works
project and has already secured some funding for trail
A planning study for the trail was completed in 2018
work to begin. It is believed that the initial segments of
the trail may be built in the Wayland area. Significant
additional funding will be needed over time to meet
the long-term goal of connecting Grand Rapids and Kalamazoo. Southern Kent County may present the greatest
challenge, with heavy development already in place surrounding US131. Kent County Parks is committed to
working with project leaders and partners and to exploring opportunities to establish the needed connection south
from the Fred Meijer M-6 Trail to the County line.
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Thornapple Trail to Lowell
Overview
In 2001, a Kent County study of
r
do
rri
recreational opportunities identified the
co
ail
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ne
do
southeastern region of the County as
an
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a high-growth area lacking in parks. In
lm
oE
ll t
e
w
Lo
response, the County began a proactive
program of acquiring land for future
parks. These new parks will eventually
address the need for regional parkland,
but this area is also underserved by trails
A segment of the Lowell to Elmdale route abuts DNR-owned wetlands south of Cascade Rd.
in comparison to the rest of the County.
Currently, no multi-use connector trails are available in Bowne, eastern Caledonia or southern Lowell Townships.
The nearest connector trail is the Paul Henry Thornapple Trail, which is a 42-mile route planned between Grand
Rapids and Vermontville discussed in detail on page 148. In Kent County, this trail runs from 44th Street and
Kalamazoo Avenue to 108th Street between Cherry Valley and Alaska Avenues. The City of Kentwood manages the
northern segment between 44th and 60th Streets.

Aspirations and Opportunities
Two trail development projects currently in planning would bring regional connector trails to this underserved
area of the County. One is a multi-partner effort to acquire and develop a trail on an abandoned rail corridor at the
eastern border of the County, between Lowell and Elmdale at 60th Street. Partners in this project include the DNR,
the National Park Service and the North Country Trail Association, with the ongoing involvement of Kent County
Parks. A second, complimentary project seeks to develop an east-west route linking the Paul Henry Thornapple
Trail to the future Lowell-to-Elmdale trail, possibly crossing the river at the County’s future Thornapple Riverbend
Park. This second effort is a collaboration between Caledonia and Bowne Townships and Kent County.
When complete, these new trails will help meet a true recreational need in southeast Kent County. The
Department’s public needs survey identified paved trails longer than one mile as the fourth highest priority for
investment. Respondents also scored trail connectors between parks and communities as the top priority among
possible projects to fund. On a larger scale, these connections will create a core link between the County’s extensive
trail system and a separate, currently isolated network of trails that connect in the Lowell area and branch north and
east to other regions of the State.

Community Spur Trails
Overview
The residents of Kent County are fortunate
to have a well-connected system of primary
trails that radiate outward from the urban core,
surround densely-populated areas, and extend
through many townships. Even so, most users
still need to travel to reach these trails, often
riding bikes down busy roads or loading them
Special Initiatives
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onto racks and driving to trailheads. Bike lanes on roads improve access to trails and parks in urban areas but are
less safe and less inviting than dedicated off-road trails. In many areas, spur trails would greatly improve access to
the County’s primary trail network by branching off main routes to better serve local communities and residential
developments. Survey respondents rated projects to create connector trails between parks and communities highest
for future spending.

Aspirations and Opportunities
In many areas, Kent County Parks can serve in a supporting role to partner agencies that are already engaged in
improving trail access for their constituents. This is particularly true where millages or other parks funding support
trail development, including Ada, Cascade, Caledonia, Plainfield, Cannon and Grand Rapids Townships. The City
of Grand Rapids also has been actively implementing dedicated bike lanes as well as planning for and building
additional off-road routes to provide greater connections to urban neighborhoods. Walker, Kentwood, East Grand
Rapids, Wyoming and the Lowell Area Recreation Authority also manage community trails.
Where Kent County Parks can be most effective is in coordinating with these partner agencies to develop
connections to the County’s four regional trails: Kent Trails, the Paul Henry Thornapple Trail, the Fred Meijer M-6
Trail, and the Fred Meijer Pioneer Trail. Some of these opportunities have already been mentioned in the sections
covering those trails, including:
•
•
•

Connecting the Pioneer Trial to the Seward Avenue Bikeway and the Fred Meijer Standle Trail
Connecting Kent Trails to the Fred Meijer Kenowa Trail and to the Plaster Creek Trail through Grandville
Connecting the M-6 Trail north to Wyoming’s Interurban and Kentwood’s East-West Trails, and to spurs into
new residential areas

Smaller scale projects that could provide significant benefits to neighboring communities also could be pursued in
cooperation with local agencies, such as relatively short spurs to improve trail access and use.
In addition, the Kent County Parks should pursue development of trail connections into areas of the County that
are not as well served by trail systems, again working with local partners to plan and fund such projects.

A school group coming off Kent Trails for a break at the north trailhead
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Watershed and Habitat Management
Enhancing the sustainability and habitat quality of natural areas and waterways

Grand River Watershed
Overview
Kent County contains four major
watersheds, all of which are components of
the Grand River watershed. These include
the Rogue River, Flat River and Thornapple
River, as well as a separate one feeding
directly into the Grand River itself. Kent
County Parks actively works to improve
and protect the Grand River watershed by
preserving and enhancing floodplains and
wetlands and by engaging in projects to
improve the water quality of the waterways
that pass through County parks.
Recently acquired floodplain area at Chief Hazy Cloud Park

Rivers, creeks, lakes and wetlands offer
unique recreational opportunities and
are valued for the habitats they provide and their scenic qualities. Not coincidently, nearly all Kent County Parks
include some type of natural water feature. The County also prioritizes land with natural water features for future
acquisitions. As a result, Kent County Parks is well positioned to pursue impactful watershed enhancement and
protection projects.

Aspirations and Opportunities
Kent County Parks is currently engaged in two major water quality improvement projects: the naturalization of Mill
Creek through Dwight Lydell Park and the improvement of the Plaster Creek streambed through Dutton Shadyside
Park. When complete, both of these projects will result in improved streamside habitats, greater resiliency during
floods and reduced sedimentation. The Department is also actively pursuing the acquisition of Grand River frontage
and floodplains at Chief Hazy Cloud Park. Acquiring
additional land adjacent to existing parks throughout the
County to preserve wetlands and improve access to water
features remains a priority.

Volunteers removing shoreline debris at Millennium Park
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Other projects on the long-term horizon include remediating
wetlands at Millennium Park and working with local agencies
and special interest groups to improve wetland habitats at
various locations. The County also could become more
active in reducing flood risks by improving the ability of
natural parklands and greenspaces to absorb floodwaters. The
projects at Dwight Lydell and Dutton Shadyside Parks are
doing just that, and their successes could inspire additional
similar projects at other locations.
Page 258 of 334

Preservation of Unique Natural Areas
Overview
There is very strong support among Kent
County residents for preserving unique
natural areas, as evidenced by the current and
prior public needs surveys. Accordingly, one
of the criteria used by Kent County Parks in
assessing potential land acquisitions is the
uniqueness of a parcel’s natural features. Land
of particular interest could contain mature
forests, fens, water features, rare or highly
diverse species or other valued characteristics.
Not surprisingly, such natural areas are often
found adjacent to or within existing parks.
In many cases, the unique natural features of
Recently acquired frontage on the Coldwater River, at the future Two Rivers Park
a location are what inspired early leaders to
acquire parcels in the area and create public parks. Today, the Parks Department assesses the natural quality of areas
within existing parks and of parcels being considered for acquisition. Unique natural areas are prioritized for habitat
improvement and preservation.

Aspirations and Opportunities
Preservation and improvement of unique natural areas will be a continuing priority for the Kent County Parks
Department. With more than 7,000 acres under management, some of these areas may yet to be identified
within existing parks. To define and plan improvements for these areas, the Department should extend current
collaborations with local universities to perform assessments and improvement plans for likely locations.
Concurrently, Kent County Parks should proactively identify and seek to acquire unique natural areas that are
adjacent to existing parks. Two such areas are currently under consideration. One is an unusual fen area within
the footprint of Millennium Park, adjacent to the Hansen Nature Trail. The other is a proposed acquisition of land
within the footprint of the future Lowell Regional Park. Recent assessments of the Lowell property by the Calvin
College Department of Biology have determined that the “site is deserving of the highest preservation priority.”
The site contains a fen and an old growth
forest that are rare community types in
Michigan. Ranked on an index of floristic
quality, this property scored 73.9, with
sites of 50 or higher being “extremely rare
and exhibiting a significant amount of
Michigan’s native biodiversity and natural
landscapes.” The assessor concluded
by noting the site “stands out as a rare
and invaluable representation of presettlement West Michigan landscape
worthy of protection.”

Natural area in a parcel proposed for acquisition at the Lowell Regional Greenspace
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Invasive Species Control
Overview
An invasive species is any species that can harm
the environment, economy, or human health in
the area in which it is introduced. Most invasive
species have been introduced to the area, but
not all introduced species become invasive.
Also, even native species may become invasive,
by threatening natural habitats, the economy
or human health. An invasive species often
has no natural competitors or predators and
provides little if any sustenance to local wildlife
and insects. In many cases, these species can
outcompete or deter native species, eliminating
vital food sources and harming natural habitats.

Garlic mustard pull at Lepard Preserve

In the Department’s public needs survey, preserving unique natural areas scored second highest for desired future
projects. Acquiring natural areas is only the first step. Without proper management, these areas may lose the
qualities that make them desirable, both as areas of respite for people and as healthy, viable habitats.
The management of these invasive species has become a major area of focus for the Department’s Volunteer Services
program. The invasive species control campaign provides outreach services to the public, collaborations with West
Michigan Conservation Network partners, and organizes invasive species mapping and volunteer control projects.
The Department has begun using GIS to map out problem areas in County Parks and volunteer groups are deployed
to these areas where they receive training and equipment to control problem species. Invasive species are managed
by physical removal, the use of herbicides, and through the introduction of biological controls.
Although there are more than 400 invasive species listed on the Midwest Invasive Species Information Network
(MISIN), Kent County Parks prioritizes control of these species: Garlic Mustard, Purple Loosestrife, Autumn
Olive, Japanese Knotweed, Japanese Honeysuckle, Multiflora Rose, Glossy and Common Buckthorn, Oriental
Bittersweet, Spotted Knapweed, Phragmites and Black and Pink Swallow-wort, as well as invasive mollusks. Future
priority species for control will be based on emerging and ongoing invasive species problems in County parks and
on mapping of additional of high priority areas.

Aspirations and Opportunities

Volunteers removing and treating autumn olive and buckthorn at Provin Trails
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The amount of work that needs to be done to
manage invasive species throughout the park system
is vast and ongoing. The Department’s Volunteer
Services program is making good progress in
many areas but results could grow significantly
with additional funding to support and enhance
partnerships and more staff hours to lead groups.
Because invasive species readily move across park
borders, partnerships with other organizations and
adjacent private landowners are likely to play an
increasing role in this future success of this work.
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Other Habitat Improvement Projects
Overview
In addition to controlling invasive
species, Kent County Parks seeks
to improve natural habitats by
planting and propagating species
that are native to West Michigan.
A particular area of focus has
been creating native prairies
and wildflower areas on former
agricultural fields, remediation
areas and under-utilized lawns.
Once established, these native
grasslands provide significantly
improved wildlife habitat and
support populations of bees,
butterflies and other insects.

Managed prairie burn at Luton Park prairie restoration area

The Department has a trained crew that burns native prairie stands on regular rotations. Seeds are purchased in bulk
from suppliers for large-scale plantings. Volunteers also collect seeds from established stands to spread elsewhere,
such as in dedicated “no mow” areas where native species and natural habitats are allowed to thrive.
Kent County Parks also plants numerous trees each year throughout the system to replace specimens that are lost,
and improve the habitat and scenic qualities of County parks. By policy, only native trees are planted.

Aspirations and Opportunities
Land acquired over the past several years
includes numerous fields covered by non-native
species. Many of these areas are prime for
conversion to native prairies, once long-term
plans are finalized and funding is secured. Other
potential improvement projects could include
aquatic habitats (fish shelters and water quality),
wetland restorations and protection, and the
stabilization and enhancement of natural areas
rare to Kent County.

On the prairie trail at Luton Park
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Regional Park Coverage and Management
Establishing, expanding and improving parks of at least 200 acres
to provide regional-quality recreational opportunities throughout Kent County

Regional Parks are defined as parks of 200 acres or more. National guidelines suggest providing 15-20 acres of such
parkland per 1,000 residents. In Kent County, Regional Parks account for 6,442 acres of total public parkland, which
amounts to just 9.9 acres per 1,000 residents. Some progress has been made over the past five years, but strong
population growth continues to raise the target needed to meet the minimum goal of 15 acres of Regional parkland
per 1,000 residents. To make significant headway over the coming years, growth in Regional Parks must meaningfully
exceed the rate of population growth within the County.
Kent County Parks is the primary provider of Regional Parks in the County. The Department is proactive in
expanding existing parks to Regional status, improving opportunities and resources at existing parks, and establishing
new Regional Parks where needed.

Gaps in Coverage
Overview
On the map on the following page, the shaded areas
represent the current coverage of regional parks in
Kent County. Four gaps in coverage are identified by
the dashed red lines, suggesting areas to prioritize for
Regional Park development. Each of these areas is
discussed below.

Aspirations and Opportunities
Wabasis Lake
In the northeast quadrant of the County, Luton Park,
Pickerel Lake Park and Cooper Creek/Spencer Forest
are well positioned to provide easily accessible parks
with significant natural areas to explore. However,
between these parks is a gap in coverage. Over the
past 15 years, several new subdivisions have been
established and new homes are being constructed
throughout this area, creating an expectation for
continued population growth and increased demand
for nearby parkland.
Wabasis Lake Park, which is currently 104 acres, sits at
the center of this gap in Regional Park coverage. Large
tracts of scenic undeveloped land are adjacent to the
park, both to the north and south, including extensive
lake frontage. Also, as stated earlier, Wabasis Lake Park
is in need of additional land for trail development
to meet the needs of current park visitors and for
Special Initiatives

potential expansion and buffering of the campground.
Given these current needs and opportunities, and the
park’s position at the center of a gap in Regional Park
coverage, expansion of this park to at least 200 acres
should be a high priority.

North Central
The County’s largest gap in Regional Park coverage is
in the north-central region, around Nelson Township.
At just 28 acres, Gordon Park is the only County park
in this area. New subdivisions are also appearing in
this region and, with easy access to US 131, continued
growth should be expected. As discussed earlier, large
parcels of agricultural land surround Gordon Park, but
this adjacent land does not generally present highly
desirable features for a Regional Park. With several
lakes and expansive wooded areas found elsewhere
in the region, the North Central gap might best be
addressed through the long-term acquisition and
development of a new Regional County park featuring
scenic natural areas.

Algoma Township
While the gap in Algoma Township is not as evident as
in other areas of the County, residential development
radiating from Rockford is creating a more dense
population base, making the need for Regional Park
coverage in this area more acute. As mentioned
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Partnership,” treating their combined holdings as
a single greenway for planning and management
purposes. Collaborative planning could improve public
access to the river and adjacent natural areas, while
minimizing duplication of services and enhancing
other recreational opportunities.
While this “partnership greenway” would not create a
single cohesive Regional Park in the Algoma Township
gap, the proximity of the individual parcels, their
natural features and scenic appeal, and their connection
by water trail could provide comparable recreational
experiences.
The Rogue River in Algoma Township (from TheRockfordNetwork.com)

South Central

elsewhere (pages 33 and 254), expansion of Kent
County’s 12 Mile Conservation Area could help
address this need, but the goal of 200 acres might be
difficult to achieve.

The final major gap in Regional Park coverage lies
in Gaines and eastern Byron Townships. Here, four
County parks lie in the gap: Dutton Shadyside Park
at 18 acres, Creekside Park at 32 acres, Douglas
Walker Park at 81 acres and Brewer Park at 124 acres
(including adjacent public land).

In this area, another alternative presents itself.
Through Algoma Township, the Rogue River follows
a meandering course that stretches roughly 13 miles
between Division Avenue and the Rockford city limits.
Scattered along this section of the river are nineteen
parcels of land owned by six public entities, totalling
nearly 500 acres. An additional 90 acres fronting the
river are protected greenspaces set aside during the
development of residential subdivisions. Another 35
acres in private ownership are known to be under a
conservation easement. Together, these parcels of land
form a considerable chain of protected greenspaces,
all with river frontage. Most of the land is available
for public access. Working together, the managing
agencies could form a unique “Rogue River Greenway

Possibilities exist to expand each of these parks
but the area also is under considerable pressure for
development. Opportunities to acquire additional
parkland are limited particularly without a readily
available funding source. Recently, 23 undeveloped
acres immediately adjacent to Creekside Park were sold
to be developed into storage units and condominiums.
Rapid population growth in this area of the county
makes development of a Regional Park by expanding
one of these four existing parks a high priority. The
pace of growth and development in this area also makes
the goal increasingly difficult to achieve.

Regional Park Enhancement and Development
Overview
In truth, the goal of 200 acres for a Regional Park
is somewhat arbitrary. A “Large Park” of 180 acres
could easily provide greater recreational value to a
community and preserve more unique natural areas
than a “Regional Park” of 250 acres. The 200-acre
threshold provides a convenient and measurable goal,
but the true regional value of a park is determined by its
Special Initiatives

location, accessibility, natural features and recreational
facilities and opportunities.
This is an important point because it means a park
doesn’t reach its maximum value to a community once
200 acres have been acquired. Rather, the 200-acre
mark is just a milestone on a park’s path to becoming
a valued community resource. Regardless of a park’s
size, additional land generally improves the quality
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of its natural resource base and the
recreational opportunities it can
provide. Likewise, the ongoing
development and enhancement of
recreational facilities ensures the park
will continue to meet and exceed
public needs and expectations.

Aspirations and Opportunities
In the Recreational Inventory section
of this plan, numerous opportunities
were presented and discussed to
expand existing parks to improve their
resource base and recreational value.
Plans and opportunities to develop
recreational facilities also were
reviewed, particularly on undeveloped
greenspaces of 200 acres or more. These plans are
mentioned here to reiterate the idea that expanding
a park to at least 200 acres is an important goal, but
continuing to improve its natural areas and recreational
facilities are equally important in ensuring its long-term
value to the community.
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Staffing
Ensuring the Department’s capacity meets its operational needs and aspirations

Overview
As Kent County Parks approaches its 100th anniversary of providing parks and trails, the Department will be
confronted by new challenges related to staffing. For the past decade or more, turnover of full-time staff has
been minimal, but many long-time staff members are now approaching retirement. Over the coming years, the
Department will face a loss of institutional memory and of staff who have literally spent their careers caring for
Kent County’s parks. Other challenges include developing a successful communications program and maintaining a
skilled and dedicated staff of seasonal employees in light of low unemployment and increasing wages.
At the same time, Kent County Parks continues to develop new facilities and services to address the increasing
needs of the County’s growing population. Examples include a dramatic expansion of trails, a vibrant Volunteer
Services Program, and new Regional Parks waiting in the wings.
Adapting to these changes may temporarily stress the Department’s current capacity. Yet, by anticipating needs and
planning creatively for transitions, Kent County Parks can successfully position itself to begin a second century of
service.

Aspirations and Opportunities
Administrative Staffing
Over the past decade, the administrative staff of the Department have taken on new responsibilities and increased
workloads. The addition of new parks and trails has spread the attention and increased demands on operations
management staff. Likewise, an increased emphasis on planning and completing construction and development
projects with inhouse labor has reduced costs for the Department but also increased demands on administrative
staff. A second Operations Supervisor position created to accommodate increased workloads was eliminated due to
budget cuts before it was filled. Office staff have also taken on sign production, implementation and management
of reservation and sales software, website management and public relations responsibilities. The Department has
attempted to meet some administrative needs with seasonal positions, including a seasonal public relations aide
and an archivist to assist with research and record preservation. The diversity and allocation of responsibilities
within the Parks office should be reviewed, potentially with an eye to creating one or more additional full-time staff
positions to address specific growing needs.

Volunteer Services
The Department’s Volunteer Services
Program is at capacity. Additional
volunteer groups and projects could
be accommodated each year, nearly in
direct proportion to additional staff
hours made available. To increase
volunteer participation the Department
has added a seasonal volunteer assistant
and increased hours in recent years, but
this additional activity also increases the
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management burden of the program. To
continue to grow this program to meet its
potential, additional hours for field staff and
management are needed.

Park Managers and Assistant Managers
Kent County Parks operates its 38
parks and four regional trails with a
comparatively low level of full-time staff.
In recent years, new parks and facilities
have been acquired, opened or expanded
throughout the County, yet only one
new full-time position has been added
(at Millennium Park). Parks are divided
into regions, some of which have become
out of balance in terms of workload due
to the addition of new properties and
the development of regional trails. Some
regions rely heavily on seasonal staff, assigning staff management-level responsibilities for entire parks and expecting
seasonal staff to act with the full authority of the Park Manager where the Manager is not present. Additional fulltime staff are needed, or will be soon, as new parks are developed. Such staff could be brought on as Assistant Park
Managers, or regions could be reconfigured with one or more new regions being created to better allocate current
and future work loads. In all cases, wages should be set to ensure market competitiveness in order to keep and attract
the highest quality employees.

Specialists
The Parks Department currently employs a Maintenance
Specialist and an Equipment Specialist. The Equipment
Specialist is based at Kaufman Golf Course where the
majority of work is performed. The Maintenance Specialist
is a roving position, traveling throughout the County
to work on a wide variety of projects and needs. Both
positions are fundamental needs of the Department,
generating considerable cost savings by ensuring that
highly valuable specialized skills are available in-house.
The wages of these positions must remain competitive
with the job market, particularly in light of tight demand
for candidates with diverse trade skills. Also, long-term
expectations should be periodically reviewed to ensure
that equipment, training and work facility needs are being
adequately met.

Roving Trail Crew
The network of trails managed by Kent County Parks has expanded considerably over the past decade with the
completion of the Fred Meijer M-6 Trial, the Fred Meijer Millennium Trail Network, the Paul Henry Thornapple
Trail and the Fred Meijer Pioneer Trail. In the same period, extensive natural-surfaced trails have been developed
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at Luton Park, Wahlfield Park, and Knapp Valley Forest. Maintaining so many miles of trails is a time-consuming
task that draws Park Managers, Assistant Managers and their seasonal staff away from responsibilities in the core
recreation areas of their parks. Trail maintenance also frequently requires specialized equipment for tree trimming,
shoulder mowing, pavement patching and root cutting. A roving trail crew should be established with dedicated
equipment to travel and maintain the majority of trails in the County’s system. A crew such as this would improve
efficiency and ensure that trails are properly maintained on regular, rotating schedules.

Seasonal Employees
Kent County Parks employs up to
150 seasonal employees annually.
These staff are front line, greeting and
interacting with the public; conducting
sales; maintaining greens, grounds
and facilities; and representing the
County to its citizens. The Department
expects and needs skilled, outgoing
employees who are quick to learn new
responsibilities and who are capable
of working effectively with minimal
supervision. Competitive wages and
benefits are key to attracting quality
seasonal employees.
The County has tried to keep pace with
the job market for these employees on
wages, but declining applications may be indicative of a growing problem in attracting and keeping good employees.
The Department also struggles with the loss of employees beginning in August, when many return to school or
other jobs. Finally, some seasonal jobs are more difficult to fill than others, due to varying responsibilities and
expectations.
To address these challenges, the wage program for seasonal employees should be reviewed and possibly adapted to:
•
•
•
•
•

ensure market competitiveness;
provide added incentive for evening, night and weekend shifts;
incentivize employees to continue working through Labor Day or beyond;
ensure adequate compensation for positions that require higher levels of responsibilities; and
consider additional pay steps for long-term seasonal employees.
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