
Belle Isle Grand Prix Listening Session Summary Report 

Of September 20, 2017 

 

On September 20, 2017, the Department of Natural Resources held a listening session 
to solicit community input on the proposed renewal of the agreement to hold the Grand 
Prix on Belle Isle. The meeting was facilitated by Eric Walcott, of Michigan State 
University Extension.  

Participants at the meeting were given the opportunity to make verbal comments, 
limited to 2 minutes per person, as well as submit written comments. Fifty-eight people 
made verbal statements at the listening session, 11 people submitted comments without 
speaking, and eight people who spoke submitted written comments.  

Numerous email comments were received by the DNR and are posted as well.  

Throughout the listening session, DNR staff took notes of key points that speakers 
made in their comments, posting them in public view at the listening session. Following 
the end of public comment, each participant had the opportunity to vote for three 
statements they prioritized. The attached “Key Points Belle Isle Grand Prix” follows:  
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Key Points Belle Isle (GP) 

Comment statement summary with votes from attendees; 

• Volunteer/Workers enjoy working event (1) 
• Will lose national coverage if race leaves (12) 
• Enjoys improvements and park “Gems” 
• Supports hospitality business 
• Would you put race course in other iconic areas? 
• What will happen to wildlife? 
• Keeps community thriving (1) 
• Allows businesses to keep employees working longer (4) 
• Already determined community does not want event (GP) on the park  
• Requesting environmental study (3) 
• Take race somewhere else (1) 
• Who are you (DNR/BIC) working for? 
• Supports Senior Power Days 
• Positive things by DNR / not happy with time period of race 
• Needs an environmental study (4) 
• Enjoys working the event, would like to continue (cleanup)  
• Consider moving race to another venue  
• Notice park decline, there was no money for improvements until the GP arrived  
• Can’t chase away good things 
• Race will be approved (1) 
• Take GP to court get a good lawyer  
• Can’t use race for 11 weeks/Can reduce timeframe for load-in and load-out (1) 
• Great opportunity to create a balance  
• Reduce “setup and “take down” time (11) 
• Environmental Study must be conducted prior to new contract  
• Park was not in good shape prior to GP (1) 
• Support given for BIC, GP and others wanting improvement 
• Major concern is location  
• Improvements are not because of GP alone  
• Concerned about mission of DNR/BIC 
• Island being used for private business  
• Belle Isle is a public park, decisions don’t align w/park conservancy mission 
• GP is a major event, wants GP to continue on the park (1) 
• Good partner with DNR (1) 
• Why would you put a race track in a public park? 
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• Race fans are declining  
• Lights paid for by Rodger Gorges (bridge)  
• Look at the load-in and load-out times, should be more realistic (1) 
• GP should be charged higher fees for holding the event 
• Special concessions should be made for public to view fountain 
• City didn’t have resources to maintain park 
• Volunteers came back to park because of the GP (1) 
• Convention came to the city because of changes on the park 
• Wildlife habitat should be conserved/more appropriate location for GP 
• Belle Isle is an inappropriate location for GP 
• No environmental study has been conducted yet 
• Race attracted “pop up” car events  
• Supports GP race.(22) 
• Wants daughter to be loyal supporter 
• Enjoys well organized race 
• Lives in the neighborhood/volunteers 
• City resident – has fond memories 
• Event should be more conducive to park’s needs  
• Noise from the race travels to nearby neighborhoods 
• Volunteers receive credit for their chosen charities (good fellow, etc.) 
• Hopes race continues (1) 
• Why is racing a part of the cities “heartbeat”?  
• Questions Penske’s logistics ability (1)  
• Use park for 1/3 of the best time to visit 
• Why is the state spending time fighting the public? 
• Why can’t the contract be rewritten? 
• With or without GP still a great park. (1) 
• Small businesses putting back into the economy 
• GP allows for change similar to other events that have occurred  
• GP concerned about providing equitable access 
• Willing to meet and discuss possible positive changes  
• Challenges non-residents to view park. Concerns about concrete, etc. Wants 

park used for regular park uses  
• Don’t renew the contract (4) 
• We should not appear desperate /not available for private use  
• Bridge construction pending for next year. Concerned about traffic during GP 
• Provide businesses should not be supportive 
• Supports GP, has lots of childhood memories (some negative) until the GP 
• Consider environmental factors 
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• GP is great, the setup and tear-down is unacceptable (1) 
• Difficulty getting around park due to GP equipment 
• In support of GP difficulties should be worked out 
• Improvements are directly associated w/race (2) 
• Other areas are neglected: DNR should focus on other areas 
• Environment study requested for park and surrounding neighborhoods (20) 
• Is eco-tourism a possibility for Belle Isle?(5) 
• Penske should consider helping in ways that are less harmful to the people. 
• Would like help for community (from GP) 
• World class cities happen because of events such as the GP (12) 
• Previous Master Plan to do what state is doing now(1) 
• Island should support the people 
• Park should be available for residents (3) 
• No venders allowed 
• No after hour visitors (1) 
• Event criteria should be established before determine what events are good for 

the park (3) 
• GP not good for the park (19) 
• Other option-State Fair (15) 
• Why does the state need assistance caring for the island?(1) 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 























































































Date: September 18, 2017 
From: Dr. Terry Blackhawk 
To Ron Olson and Keith Creagh, Michigan DNR 
 
I write in strenuous opposition to the continuation of auto racing on Belle Isle, and I urge 
the DNR to return our beloved park to its pre-Grand Prix status. The natural beauty and 
rich historic character of Belle Isle deserve protection, not exploitation.   
 
As a resident of Detroit’s riverfront community, a birdwatcher and a poet, I am one of 
tens of thousands who find delight and spiritual refreshment in the peace and serenity of 
the island. It has soothed me in times of trouble and offered endless opportunities for 
recreation—that is chances to “re-create” my spirit.  In this, I benefit from a dream that 
dates back to the 19th Century. As most of us know, Belle Isle exists thanks to the 
visionary landscape architect, environmentalist, and abolitionist Frederick Law Olmsted. 
With their harmonious landscapes, sinuous paths, lagoons, stands of majestic trees, and 
open meadows, Olmsted’s Belle Isle, Central Park, and many other urban oases provided 
refuge from the pollution, crowdedness, noise, and stress of city life. Olmsted’s parks 
were a dream of democracy, offering "healthful recreation for the poor and the rich, the 
young and the old, the vicious and the virtuous” alike. 
 
Olmsted was a fierce defender of his work and resisted any tampering to his designs, 
which he rightly considered to be works of art. I hope we can invoke his spirit now, in 
this current debate, and recognize that self-aggrandizing depredations by the rich and 
powerful will always be with us and will always require resistance. In this, I encourage 
the commission to follow the lead of New York preservationists who, in 1892, organized 
to against a 70-foot wide race track on the west side of Central Park.  Thousands met, 
signed petitions, and organized dissent against this travesty. I hope the parallels are not 
lost on you.    
 
Every year, during racing season, my heart drops at the sight of the concrete barricades, 
fencing, and endless corporate logos that constitute a “welcome” to the park during 
racing season. Nor are these visual atrocities quickly removed. The Penske people take 
their sweet time taking them down, thus ruining up to 120 days of each spring season. 
The lack of an environmental impact study and the presence of Mr. Penske’s private 
security on the site further add insult to this so-called ‘public-private’ partnership. Mr. 
Penske does not need to desecrate the crown jewel of Detroit any longer. Please help to 
make sure that the 2018 Grand Prix will be the last.  
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Van Antwerp, Ami (DNR)

To: Parker, Renee (DNR)

Subject: RE: post on the Grand Prix input web page thx

 

From: Olson, Ron (DNR)  

Sent: Wednesday, October 18, 2017 3:52 PM 
To: Parker, Renee (DNR) 

Subject: post on the Grand Prix input web page thx 

 

From: Belle Isle <belleisleconcern@gmail.com> 

Date: 10/8/17 8:20 AM (GMT-05:00) 

To: gunnlou@aol.com, "Tracy, Christopher E." <CTracy@honigman.com>, Ccrumbaugh.nrc@gmail.com, 

maryjoanpitcher@gmail.com, wildernessbob@comcast.net, jfh2@comcast.net, julie@traversetrails.org, 

macmeridian@comcast.net, bailey@landtrust.org, aconklin@mrpaonline.org, grahamz@umich.edu, 

jeff.gray@noaa.gov, footemr@comcast.net, adaptski@gmail.com, ckhoover@att.net 

Subject: Belle Isle Grand Prix 

 

On Sept. 20, a coalition of environmental and citizen groups and representatives submitted the request (below) to the 

DNR. We have yet to receive a reply, but parks chief Ron Olson has previously said no environmental impact study is 

needed or will be done. We also believe that the race violates nearly every objective stated in the Statewide 

Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan and therefore threatens the requests made to the federal Land and Water 

Conservation Fund. 

This is an urgent matter, since the DNR will be submitting a proposed new contract for the Belle Isle Grand Prix this 

month. As a member of the State Parks Advisory Committee, you should be informed of the growing concern on this 

issue. 

PUBLIC REQUEST TO THE DNR  Sept. 20, 2017 Because of our deep concern for the environment and integrity of Belle 

Isle as a public park, we believe the Michigan Department of Natural Resources should commission an independent 

third-party environmental impact study of the effects of the Detroit Grand Prix on the island habitat. Since the public has 

a high stake in good stewardship and protection of the park environment, such a study must be done and its findings 

assessed before any new contract is awarded the Roger Penske organization and the Grand Prix. 

Endorsers include: 

The Michigan chapter and Southeast Michigan chapter, Sierra Club The Michigan chapter and Detroit chapter, National 

Audubon Freshwater Future Michigan Historic Preservation Network Great Lakes Bioneers of Detroit Belle Isle Concern 

Stephanie Chang, state representative Brenda Jones, Detroit City Council president Mac Farr, community leader Diane 

Bukowski and Voice of Detroit Tom Henderson, Detroit River Canadian Cleanup (Windsor) 

 

Prof. Tiya Miles, University of Michigan 

 

Brenda Jones, Detroit City Council president Terry Blackhawk, Inside Out Literary Arts Project 

 

Harriet Saperstein, urban consultant 

 

Rev. Bill Wylie-Kellerman, Detroiters Against Emergency Management LuAnn Kozma, Michigan environmental activist, 

Charlevoix Rashid Tlaib, former state representative, community activist Alice Marczewski, DVW Timothy Schacht, DVM 

Rebecca Minardi, Michigan State University Helen Gentry—and many other longtime park users 
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This e-mail may contain confidential or privileged information.  If you are not the intended recipient, please delete it and 

notify the sender of the error. 
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