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Sustainability 
Initiatives in 
Grand Rapids
AWMA & Environmental Section of MI State Bar
Alison Sutter, November 14, 2019



Items to Review

• City of Grand Rapids sustainability journey

• A new strategic direction for the City

• Applying an equity lens

• Zero Cities Project

• Community Collaboration on Climate Change
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Sustainability Journey 2004 - 2015:
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2004

Oak Industrial LEED 
certification

2005

Creation of Community 
Sustainability Partnership 

(City of Grand Rapids, GRPS, 
Aquinas, GRCC and GVSU)

2006

United Nations University 
Regional Center for Expertise 

and Sustainability, first 
published Sustainability Plan

2010

U.S. Chamber of Commerce, 
Most Sustainable Mid-Sized 

City, first five-year 
Sustainability Plan

2011

Oak Industrial solar array 
installed

2013

Grand Rapids Climate 
Resiliency Report published

2015

1st Annual Grand Rapids 
Neighborhood Summit, 

Combined Sewer Overflow 
(CSO) separation completed, 

2030 District launched



Sustainability Journey 2016 - Present:
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2016

Second five-year Sustainability Plan FY2017 –
FY2021 published

City accepted into the first ever Racial Equity 
Here Cohort with Government Alliance for Race 

and Equity (GARE)

Mayor’s Greening Initiative launched

2017

Zero Cities Project We Are Still In

PACE Neighborhood Match Fund

Grand Rapids Racial Equity Project

Compressed natural gas (CNG) buses

Biodigestion Good for Grand Rapids

2018

Michigan Green Communities Gold Award 

USGBC-WM’s 2030 District Leadership 
Award 

Energy Advisory Committee launched

6 Energy Star Certified buildings

2019

City’s Strategic Plan adopted with Sustainability 
as one of six core values and Health and 

Environment as one of six strategic priorities  
SolSmart 

Launch Community Collaboration on Climate 
Change (C4) 

Onsite compost certification Bike plan 

Site Selection’s #1 metro area for sustainable 
development



City of Grand Rapids Strategic Plan 
FY2020 – FY2023

• City Commission approved on April 9, 2019

• www.grandrapidsmi.gov/strategicplan
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http://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/strategicplan
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Applying an Equity Lens

9 2/14/2020

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_Lg9FTje0NzeFdDa3dEUDlaU0
FsN1cxdmJKUlhJdG1HZVNF/view

https://news.umich.edu/u-m-study-reveals-hot-spots-of-
environmental-injustice-across-michigan/
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_Lg9FTje0NzeFdDa3dEUDlaU0FsN1cxdmJKUlhJdG1HZVNF/view
https://news.umich.edu/u-m-study-reveals-hot-spots-of-environmental-injustice-across-michigan/


Zero Cities Project
• Three-year grant funded project to develop a policy roadmap       

toward a zero net carbon building sector by 2050
• Zero net carbon: produce on-site, or procure, enough carbon free 

renewable energy to meet the building operations’ energy 
consumption

• 12 U.S. cities selected to participate
• Policy process informed by technical analysis that will include 

community collaboration and a focus on equity
• Meant to create a plan the City will implement to achieve the 

zero net carbon goal by all buildings – with economic 
incentives and planning programs

• USGBC West Michigan partnership, The Wege Foundation 
support
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Title pageGrand Rapids
Preliminary Building Stock Assessment

version: 2019.07.01

Image: Jeff Gunn, CC BY 2.0



This building stock assessment consists of baseline and future projections of energy consumption,

greenhouse gas emissions, and fuel types by building type and size, and includes information about historic

“building intervention rates” such as sale transaction rates and renovation rates by major building types and

size. The intents of the assessment are to (1) inform and direct future Zero Cities project work, (2) create a

tool for analyzing the likely greenhouse gas emissions and energy impacts of the policies and strategies

developed through Zero Cities project work, and (3) create a set of common metrics between Zero Cities

project participants (eleven cities in total).

The following findings are for informational purposes only. This document is not for public 

distribution and should not be reproduced or redistributed to any other person or in any form. This 

material is based on current public information that is believed to be reliable, but we do not 

represent it as accurate or complete, and it should not be relied on as such.



BUILDING AREA SUMMARY GRAND RAPIDS, MI

Current Building Stock

205,265,759 square feet

62,305 buildings
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BUILDING AREA SUMMARY GRAND RAPIDS, MI
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BUILDING ENERGY USE SUMMARY GRAND RAPIDS, MI

Use Type Average EUI 2030 District Target EUI
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BUILDING ENERGY SOURCE SUMMARY

*Emission factor provided by utility (not calculated through aggregation using EPA emissions factors)

GRAND RAPIDS, MI

Emissions 

factor: 

0.1701
MT CO2e /MMBtu
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Energy upgrades and decarbonization policies include: 1) improvements to the energy efficiency of a building and its systems, including a shift 

to electric systems that can be powered by renewable energy sources, and/or 2) the generation or procurement of renewable energy.

The 1,114 buildings over 10,000 ft2  (1.8% of all buildings) account for 

41% of current total building energy use and 42% of building sector 

GHG emissions.

BUILDING STOCK INSIGHTS*

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Single-family residential buildings account for 40% of total building 

energy use and 39% of emissions.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Energy efficiency upgrades for SFR buildings have potential to 

significantly decrease emissions.

Electricity supplies 36% of building energy but accounts for 64% of 

emissions. Electrification policies lead to higher emissions due to 

dirtiness and volatility of the grid. 

Renovation rates are currently projected to affect approximately half of 

existing buildings by 2050 (and nearly all of existing commercial 

buildings).

Point of renovation policies for energy upgrades have the potential to 

affect buildings and significantly decrease emissions.

* Heavily dependent on accuracy of assumptions about fuel split, emissions factors, and new construction and sales rates. Subject to change if assumptions are updated.

Energy upgrade policies aimed at buildings > 10k ft2 have the 

potential for significant emissions reductions in the existing building 

stock.

Significant commercial building demolition as well as new multifamily 

growth provides an opportunity for replacement with low or zero 

emissions new construction.

Decarbonizing the electric grid, including renewable energy 

generation and procurement requirements, represents a significant 

opportunity to achieve emissions reductions.

ZERO Code provides an opportunity to avoid significant emissions in 

new commercial construction.

Sales rates are currently projected to affect more than 100% of single 

family and commercial buildings by 2050.

Point of sale policies for energy upgrades have the potential to affect 

buildings and significantly decrease emissions.

GRAND RAPIDS, MI
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Community Collaboration on Climate Change:  
Current Draft Objectives

• Better collaboration amongst existing grassroots 
environmental organizations

• Equity training and resources for existing grassroots 
environmental organizations where needed

• Creating awareness, understanding, agency and capacity 
building within communities of color regarding climate 
change and providing support to communities of color to 
identify climate change priorities

• Help facilitate better connections between grassroots 
environmental organizations and communities of color that 
support more equitable environmental outcomes
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C4: Key Components of Draft Plan

•Equity training for planning team ($2,500)

•Facilitator for 106 hours (total $13,250)
• Onboarding
• Research best practices for collaborative models from other cities
• Prepare and host two five-hour facilitated workshops
• Create a three-year plan to pilot the C4

•Community participant stipends ($800)

•Venue, transportation, food, childcare costs ($1,500)
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Alison Waske Sutter
Sustainability and Performance Management Officer
City of Grand Rapids
asutter@grcity.us 616-456-3689









UCC’s Role: Thought, Accountability and Strategy 

Partner  

“If you come here to help me you are wasting your time.  

But if you’ve come because your liberation is bound up 

with mine, let us begin.”

Lily Walker, Aboriginal Leader





Zero Cities 

● 3 year project supporting  11 cities to:

○ Develop policy roadmaps to zero net carbon

○ In the building sector 

○ Create replicable model to share with other cities 

○ Its community collaborative process 

○ Centers on racial equity 

● UCC is the City’s Equity Partner 

● Urban Sustainability Directors Network 



Initial Plan & Shift 

● Create a pilot with a cohort of residents
○ Participate in a package of services 
○ Track financial, health, energy savings benefits

● Realized this was repeating past approaches 
○ Translate/adapt programing created for a different demographic
○ Us making assumptions about what residents need 

● SHIFT to genuine engagement to assess existing programs 
○ Relevance, barriers, gaps, priorities 



Two Main Goals 

The ROADMAPS should prioritize two co-equal goals: 

*Equity Assessment Tool

● Increased racial equity

● Decreased carbon emissions from the building 

sector



Start by Listening 

● 6 mo. plan to listen to resident experience 
○ Surveys (100 +) 
○ 1:1 interviews (20)
○ Group Conversations  (4/10)

● Work with trusted partners 
○ As a way to reach POC in neighborhood of focus
○ Not exclusive to POC, includes homeowners and tenants 
○ To host meetings, administer surveys, provide input on questions

● Residents as Community Consultants
○ No extraction without compensation 
○ Consultants for capacity also from community (surveys, child care, 

Analisis 







Target Insights 

● What residents know
● Feedback on existing programs

○ Create “Resource Map” 
○ Categorize by type and qualifications 

● Identify barriers
● Identify gaps in services 
● What ideas do they have 
● How could providers improve services
● What would increase participation
● Who are trusted partners



Recommendations 

● Final report and recommendations
○ 4th listening session will be to confirm findings
○ Used to create recommendations and report to the 

national partner  
○ To be shared with utilities and providers 

● Equity assessment tool to be adapted for local use.  
Race forward 

**Still deciding on this



EWR Low-Income Workgroup

Paul Haan
Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan
1545 Buchanan Ave SW Ste #2
Grand Rapids MI 49507

paul@healthyhomescoalition.org

(616) 241-3300

www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan
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Cause the Development of Asthma

Institute of Medicine on Asthma

Dust Mites – Sufficient Evidence: Causal

ETS – Sufficient Evidence: Association

Cockroaches – Limited Evidence: 
Association

www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan



Exacerbates Asthma

Institute of Medicine on Asthma

Sufficient Evidence of a Causal Relationship

Cats

Cockroaches

House dust mites

ETS (preschool)

www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan



Institute of Medicine on Asthma

Sufficient Evidence of an Association

Dogs

Fungi & Molds

Nitrogen Oxides

Rhinovirus

www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan

Exacerbates Asthma



Institute of Medicine on Asthma

Limited Evidence of an Association

Domestic Birds

ETS (older)

Formaldehyde

Fragrances

Respiratory Syncytial Virus (RSV)

www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan

Exacerbates Asthma



Philanthropy Fatigue (2013)

First Attempt at Payer Reimbursement (2013)

Hospital Community Benefit Investment (began 2014)

Investigate Pay for Success (2015-2017)

Pathway to Health Care Investments for Asthma

www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan
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www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan

Initial Home Visit

Evaluation of outcomes

Intake and enrollment

Asthma education and home repairs

1 2

3 4

Asthma Educator/CHW: ACT, 

medication reconciliation, 

education, supplies 

Assessor: Comprehensive 

environmental assessment and 

Scope of Work

Fix asthma triggers: 

Pests, moisture and 

mold, ventilation, carpet 

removal, etc.

Manage asthma: 

• Home visits

• Follow-up calls

• Coordination with 

medical providers

Identify eligible 

patients, call to enroll 

into the program.

The community 
health worker is a 

vital part of this model



Philanthropy Fatigue (2013)

First Attempt at Payer Reimbursement (2013)

Hospital Community Benefit Investment (began 2014)

Investigate Pay for Success (2015-2017)

Priority Health (began 2018) – linked to Medicaid and SDoH

Pathway to Health Care Investments for Asthma

www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan



• Get projects on the ground ASAP

• Speak to value broadly

• May need to subsidize / braid funding

• Know your limitations

• “How can we help?”

Five Lessons Learned

www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan



EWR Low-Income Workgroup

Paul Haan
Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan
1545 Buchanan Ave SW Ste #2
Grand Rapids MI 49507

paul@healthyhomescoalition.org

(616) 241-3300

www.healthyhomescoalition.org © 2020 Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan



Beyond Subsidy: 
Boundary Organization Approach to 

Promote Utility Assistance Action



West Michigan Sustainable Business Forum promotes 
business practices that demonstrate environmental 
stewardship, economic vitality, and social responsibility 
through education and collaboration.



• Meaningful

• Mutually beneficial

• Flow of
• Knowledge
• Expertise
• Resources

• Enabled by
• Translation
• Co-production
• Accountability

Boundary Organization



ADAPTIVE NETWORK HIERARCHICAL NETWORK

Intrinsic motivation to align with internal values/purpose Extrinsic motivation to align with mission, vision & goals

Clusters, Community structure, relationships Authority structure, transactions

Boundary crossing connectivity Division and hierarchy

Co-created change, leadership as a system Top-down change, linear chain of command

Applied learning focus Execution focus

Stories, social Influence, spaces/convening/curating Strategy, metrics, reporting

Present to future focus Past to future focus

Dynamic, emergence, transient, multiple Structure, routine, permanent, uniform

Each Network/Operating System Has Different Operating Rules, Priorities, Language

etc.

Aligned via 

Shared 

Purpose

“Leading the AOS & CCOS” by Leith sharp is licensed for sharing and adapting under Creative Commons CC BY SA 4.0



Organization

Sustainability

Adaptive emphasis: What can the 

organization do for sustainability?

Sustainability

Organization

Hierarchical emphasis: What can 

sustainability do for the organization?

How Does Each Network Relate to Sustainability?



Beyond Subsidy

• Introduce sustainability practitioners and energy professionals to the 
dynamics of energy assistance

• Facilitate connections between assistance and weatherization 
agencies and energy innovation field

• Develop ideas that leverage energy innovation and industry expertise 
to improve utility access without bill subsidy

• Test feasibility and interest for ongoing partnerships, projects or 
initiatives





• 90 people

• 21 different organizations
o6 utilities

• 60 minutes of education

• 45 minutes of discussion

Event



Table Topics/Solution Tracks

1. Public Policy 
2. Alternative Funding 
3. Technology Solutions (demand)- eg. weatherization 
4. Technology Solutions (supply)- eg. renewables, 

microgrids 
5. Collaboration & Coordination
6. Education 



Question 1

What challenges do we need to anticipate through 
the process of addressing utility assistance needs 
through alternative measures? 



130 Homes 
Scored in GR.

Findings





GreenHome Inspection Report
•Ventilation & Filtration details

•CO risk & Detectors

•Water flow rates & leaks

•Moisture / Mold issues 

•Solar opportunity 

•Lead report

•Asbestos present?

•Radon tests 

•Gas leaks

•Gutters



Average Score 3
of 10





After DOE 
upgrades –
6 of 10



Before/year
8,300 kwhs
1,500 therms



After / year
7,400 kwhs
900 therms



Before / year
30,000 pounds 
of Carbon



After / year
20,000 pounds 
of Carbon



Before / year
$2,550 - Bill



After / year
$1,900 - Bill





Averages for GR Homes

• 103 years old

• Square Feet: 1732

• Air Leakage 4508 CFM @ 50 

• Heating efficiency 81% (naturally drafting)

• .61 Water Heaters (naturally drafting)

• Window u value .29

• Only 20% of homes have some sealed ducts

• 80% of rimband joists are not insulated



Other green findings Avg.
• Gas leaks found in 20%

• 15% with back drafting issues 

• 15% knob and tube wiring

• 25% moisture issues in the basement 

• 80% missing or improperly installed gutters

• 50% no CO detectors not enough 

• 60% missing or improper bath fan ventilation 

• 65% Hood range recirculates or is missing

• 30% Low filtration rating on furnace

• 45% High flow water devices & 80% high flow toilets



Next Steps 

• Continue to audit more homes and get more 
details on GR features along with challenges 
and opportunities 

• Find funding resources to help moves 
forward 

• Breakdown barriers between silo's of funding 
resources 

• Re score – Re audit and verify savings and 
carbon reductions 


