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Executive Summary
I.Executive Summary

INTRODUCTION A centerpiece to Grand Rapids and the city’s namesake, the Grand River runs 
right through the city. This 2.2-mile stretch of river once featured large boul-
ders, rock islands, and natural reefs. These were cleared and five dams were 
built to facilitate the transfer of timbers, to facilitate water power, and to float 
sewage in the mid to late 1800s, which degraded the ecosystem and limited rec-
reational activity that occurred in and around the river. The section of the river 
that flows through downtown Grand Rapids is mostly unusable due to the dams 
that span the downtown area, which serve no useful purpose and create unsafe 
currents for boating, fishing, and other activities. 

A project proposed by Grand Rapids Whitewater would remove four beautifica-
tion dams along the river and enhance the substrate of the riverbed. The removal 
of the dams and revitalization of natural bottom features would bring back not 
only the rapids to Grand Rapids—it would improve aquatic habitat diversity; 
create new, safer recreational opportunities; expand access to the river; spur 
economic development; and enhance the natural beauty of the river.

PURPOSE OF REPORT Environmental Consulting & Technology, Inc. has commissioned Anderson 
Economic Group to update our 2014 report on the economic impact of the 
Grand River revitalization on the city of Grand Rapids. This study focuses on 
the potential for expanded economic activity in the region caused by the revital-
ization of the Grand River in Grand Rapids. This economic impact occurs from 
new and enhanced recreational uses of the revitalized river and riverfront, as 
well as the construction activity to revitalize the river. 

SCOPE OF REPORT The project plan we analyzed for this report is based on the watershed project 
plan (WPP) for the Grand River revitalization. The WPP presents a subset of 
actions planned as part of the overall Grand River revitalization. The vision for 
the Grand River revitalization includes the construction of new parks and path-
ways, the removal of the 6th Street Dam and four beautification dams down-
stream of the 6th Street Dam, construction of an Adjustable Hydraulic Structure 
to impede sea lamprey migration, and revitalization of the riverbed. The WPP 
portion of the project only includes the removal of the four beautification dams 
and revitalization of the riverbed between I-196 and Fulton Street. To ensure 
that our analysis can be utilized by the writers of the WPP, we only consider 
construction costs and changes in recreation that would be caused by adoption 
of the alternative outlined by the WPP.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 1



Executive Summary
OVERVIEW OF 
APPROACH

To assess the economic impact of revitalizing the Grand River’s rapids, we:

• Documented baseline economic, land use, and river usage conditions in Grand 
Rapids, as well as the proposed scope of the revitalization;

• Reviewed river restoration projects and related analyses that have occurred in 
other urban communities;

• Estimated the likely scope and scale of new and enhanced uses of the revitalized 
river and riverfront in Grand Rapids;

• Estimated the net economic impact of construction spending associated with the 
river revitalization on the city of Grand Rapids;

• Quantified an approximate range of ongoing net direct and indirect economic 
impacts resulting from the new and enhanced uses of the river and riverfront; 
and

• Assessed other benefits, including the more difficult-to-quantify economic ben-
efits that are expected to stem from revitalizing the rapids to the Grand River in 
Grand Rapids.

OVERVIEW OF 
FINDINGS

Our analysis finds that

 1. The Grand Rapids Whitewater project will physically transform the 
city’s riverfront by revitalizing the Grand River’s natural flows and 
habitats, while also improving recreational uses and accessibility.

The City of Grand Rapids has a vibrant downtown core that is built on and 
around the Grand River. The river, however, is a relatively underutilized piece 
of the downtown landscape. The river revitalization project will include the 
removal of four dams; creation of natural reefs, bottom features, and fish habi-
tats; and creation of boulder-strewn rapids that originally existed in the area.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 2



Executive Summary
MAP 1. Project Area

Source: Anderson Economic Group

See “The Grand Rapids Whitewater Project” on page 9.

 2. Waterways have long served as economic backbones to communities, 
and river restoration projects elsewhere in the country demonstrate 
the Grand Rapids Whitewater project’s potential benefits.

The Grand River was once essential to the Grand Rapids economy and furniture 
industry. Its economic value today, however, is muted. Revitalizing the river 
will allow more recreational uses that spur economic activity, including 
increased tourism associated with kayaking, rafting, and fly fishing, all of which 
are growing in popularity. See “Economic Overview: With and Without the 
Rapids” on page 16.

The Chattahoochee River has been a focal point for downtown development in 
Columbus, Georgia, and Phenix City, Alabama. The cities collaborated on a 
2013 project to bring more recreation to the area, including a whitewater park 
with year-round operations. Estimates put the whitewater park’s economic 
impact at $7 to $11 million annually.

The City of Wausau, Wisconsin, in the mid-1980s, initiated a whitewater park 
project that has brought international recognition to the area. Shops and restau-
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Executive Summary
rants have experienced increased business since the development, and the 
downtown “river district” hosts numerous national and international kayaking 
and paddling competitions each year. 

See “Comparable River Restoration Projects” on page 10 for details on other 
successful whitewater projects around the United States.

River-based recreation is growing in popularity, with stand-up paddling, white-
water and recreational kayaking, and fly fishing growing rapidly between 2013 
and 2017. The growing popularity of these activities will benefit the project, just 
as the project will afford area residents with significantly improved access to 
these activities.

For more statistics and details about outdoor recreation, see “River Recreation 
and Enhanced Recreational Opportunities” on page 14.

 3. Construction of the rapids in the Grand River will have a $4.4 to 
$5.0 million economic impact on the city of Grand Rapids, in addi-
tion to the creation of 5 to 6 jobs and $1.1 to $1.2 million in total 
earnings, over the course of the construction phase.

Based on estimates from Grand River Whitewater, we gather that the total cost 

of construction for this project will be $9.5 million over four years.1 We expect 
that 40% to 45% of this spending, funded federally, will go to contractors and 
engineers in the city. Construction alone will create between 5 and 6 jobs in the 
city for the duration of the project, providing a total of $4.4 to $5.0 million in 
economic impact and $1.1 to $1.2 million in earnings over the course of four 
years.

1. The $9.5 million estimate is for the portion of the work that will be completed as part of the 
preferred alternative, as described in the Watershed Protection Plan. It includes the removal of 
the four low-head dams located between I-196 and Fulton Street, as well as the introduction of 
enhanced substrate.

TABLE 1. Net Economic Impact of Construction for the Grand River Revitalization

Direct Indirect Total

Output (millions) $3.8 to $4.3 $0.6 to $0.7 $4.4 to $5.0

Earnings (millions) $0 $1.1 to $1.2 $1.1 to $1.2

Average Annual Employment 0 5 to 6 5 to 6

Source: ESRI, BEA RIMS II Multipliers, Grand Rapids Whitewater
Analysis: Anderson Economic Group
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 4



Executive Summary
 4. The Grand Rapids Whitewater project will create a river and river-
front with significantly more recreational uses for residents and visi-
tors alike. This expanded recreational use will stimulate net new 
economic impacts of $22.6 million to $30.4 million per year. 

The revitalization project will create a natural amenity that is unmatched in the 
region, drawing locals and visitors to enjoy being in, on, and near the river. 
Many of these new recreational users of the river will spend money at local res-
taurants, hotels, shops, and other venues while in Grand Rapids, thereby gener-
ating direct economic impacts for the community.

FIGURE 1. Net New Visitorship Estimates, by Recreation Type

We estimate that the revitalized river and riverfront will generate between 
128,452 and 172,623 new visitor days in Grand Rapids each year. The low-end 
estimate is a conservative scenario based on data and observations of smaller-
scale river restoration projects. The higher estimate is a potential scenario 
reflecting possible increased draws given the project’s location, broad scope, 
potential to attract several major events, and overall community and statewide 
interest.

See “Estimating Net New Recreation Users” on page 21.

Source: Anderson Economic Group analysis based on local market data, realized usage of 
analogous projects, and results from national surveys of recreational activities.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 5



Executive Summary
FIGURE 2. Net New Direct Spending Estimates, by Recreation Type

The economic impact under the conservative scenario is $22.6 million in net 
new activity each year. This is driven by direct new spending of $19.5 million, 
which stimulates an additional indirect impact of $3.1 million in Grand Rapids. 
This economic impact includes 273 new jobs and $6.2 million in new earnings 
for Grand Rapids residents.

The economic impact reaches $30.4 million under the potential scenario, with 
$26.2 million in direct impact and $4.2 million in indirect impact, as well as 367 
jobs and $8.3 million in new earnings for the Grand Rapids’ workforce.

Source: Anderson Economic Group analysis derived using local market data, realized usage of 
analogous projects, and results from national surveys of recreational activities. 

TABLE 2. Net Annual Economic Impact of Recreational Activity in Grand Rapids

Direct Indirect Total

Output (millions) $19.5 to $26.2 $3.1 to $4.2 $22.6 to $30.4

Earnings (millions) $0 $6.2 to $8.3 $6.2 to $8.3

Employment 0 273 to 367 273 to 367

Note: Direct output does not exactly equal net new direct spending because only the retail margins 
are included.
Source: ESRI, BEA RIMS II Multipliers, Grand Rapids Whitewater
Analysis: Anderson Economic Group
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 6



Executive Summary
 5. The Grand Rapids Revitalization project will also provide economic, 
ecological, and other benefits beyond those supported by spending 
from new recreational users and visitors.

The revitalization will enhance Grand Rapids’ identity as a vibrant community 
with a range of cultural, recreational, and educational amenities. This mix can 
help to attract and retain young professionals, families, and the businesses that 
require a trained and skilled labor force.

Environmental benefits include revitalized and enhanced habitat for various 
threatened species. The new river orientation will provide natural spawning 
ground for lake surgeon. Other revitalized bottom features will also provide 
improved fish and mussel habitats.

Additional benefits include a safer riverway, increased access to activities that 
promote health and fitness, additional educational opportunities, and enhanced 
national and international awareness of the community of Grand Rapids. These 
all provide value to the community, both for current and future generations, that 
we do not quantify in this report.

See “Other Economic Benefits of the Grand River Revitalization” on page 29.

ABOUT ANDERSON 
ECONOMIC GROUP

Anderson Economic Group (AEG) is a boutique research and consulting firm, 
with offices in East Lansing, Michigan and Chicago, Illinois. The experts at 
AEG specialize in strategy, business valuation, public policy, and market analy-
ses. They have conducted nationally-recognized economic and fiscal impact 
studies for private, public, and non-profit clients across the United States. 

Anderson Economic Group has published a number of studies regarding the 
economic impact of large-scale construction projects and the ongoing operation 
of recreational resources. These include:

• “Economic Impact of the Grand Rapids Whitewater Project,” published in 
2014.

• “ArtPrize: Economic Impact and Attendee Profile,” published in 2014.

• “2016 Tourism-Related Benefits in the Washtenaw County Economy,” pub-
lished in 2017.

• “The Economic Impact of the Barack Obama Presidential Library in Chicago,” 
published in 2015.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 7



Executive Summary
Anderson Economic Group has also performed worked on a number of environ-
mental economics issues. Relevant publications from our firm include:

• “The Costs of Aquatic Invasive Species to Great Lakes States,” updated in 
2017.

• “Economic Impact of the Detroit Climate Action Plan,” published in 2017.

• “Innovating for the Blue Economy,” published in 2014.

• “Costs of Aquatic Non-indigenous Species,” completed in 2015.

• “Financing the Battle Against Invasive Species,” published in 2010.

• “Four Plausible Scenarios that Could Emerge from Court Ruling on the EPA’s 
Clean Power Plan,” published in 2016.

• “Analysis of Michigan’s Options Under the EPA’s Clean Power Plan,” pub-
lished in 2016

The consultants at Anderson Economic Group have a deep understanding of 
advanced economic modeling techniques and extensive experience in a variety 
of industries in multiple states and countries. Work by AEG has been utilized in 
legislative hearings, legal proceedings, and public debates, as well as major 
planning exercises and executive strategy discussions. For more information, 
please see “About Anderson Economic Group” on page E-1 or visit 
www.AndersonEconomicGroup.com. 
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 8



The Grand Rapids Whitewater Project
II.The Grand Rapids Whitewater Project

ABOUT GRAND 
RAPIDS WHITEWATER

Grand Rapids Whitewater (GRWW) is a non-profit organization dedicated to 
revitalizing the Grand River and creating a one-of-a-kind centerpiece in 
downtown Grand Rapids. GRWW grew out of a citywide green infrastructure 
master planning process, Green Grand Rapids, that focuses on physical infra-
structure and the city’s natural amenities, recreation, and public health. During 
the planning process, Green Grand Rapids combined the idea of returning the 
rapids to the Grand River with improving outdoor recreation opportunities. 
Now, GRWW champions the effort to revitalize the river. 

Grand Rapids Whitewater held focus group meetings in 2008 and 2009 to 
discuss river recreational opportunities and what other cities have done to 
increase downtown river usage. The focus soon grew beyond recreational 
elements to include a comprehensive revitalization of the Grand River. In 2012, 

representatives from GRWW began holding meetings with stakeholder groups.2 
By May of 2013, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency announced that it 
would include the Grand River Revitalization in its Urban Waters Federal 
Partnership program, and various state and local agencies also voiced support 
for the project. 

SCOPE OF THE 
PROPOSED PROJECT

The following section describes the different aspects of the proposed revitaliza-
tion project, as detailed in the “Biological Assessment of the Grand River Revi-
talization Project, Grand Rapids, Michigan,” prepared for use in December 
2018 by EcoAnalysts, Inc. and in the Watershed Protection Plan, which is in 

draft form as of September, 2018.3

Dam Removal

The area of revitalization includes the Grand River in downtown Grand Rapids 
directly north of the I-196 bridge to Fulton Street. The proposed alternatives 
include removal of four low-head beautification dams in the area and major sub-
strate enhancement. Six staging and access areas will be located on the banks of 
the Grand River between I-196 and Fulton Street. We provide maps in “Appen-
dix A. Overview of Project Area” on page A-1 to illustrate where the project 
would take place. 

2. “Grand River Whitewater Park Preferred Alternative,” Green Grand Rapids, 2009, pp. 5-6.

3. Some planned portions of the whole Grand River Revitalization project are planned but not 
included in this study: ECT, LLC, requested that we only include changes that are outlined in 
the Watershed Protection Plan. This enables the results of this report to be referenced in the 
Watershed Protection Plan.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 9



The Grand Rapids Whitewater Project
Riverbed Revitalization

The project will revitalize the riverbed. Substrate enhancement would involve 
completely restructuring the river channel through excavation, grading, and 
importing boulders, cobble, and gravels. These enhancements would create a 
series of runs, riffles, pools, glides, and eddies. 

FIGURE 3. Wading Shoals and Boating Route in Downtown Grand Rapids

Source: Grand Rapids Whitewater Preliminary Plan

COMPARABLE RIVER 
RESTORATION 
PROJECTS

To estimate the economic impact of the proposed river revitalization project, we 
reviewed economic impact studies and news articles about previously com-
pleted river restoration projects. River restoration projects prove to increase 
both use value and non-use value of the river and riverfront by increasing recre-
ational opportunities and providing a renewable resource that generations to 
come may enjoy. Below is a summary of five projects and the benefits they 
brought to their respective cities. 

South Bend, Indiana. The South Bend, Indiana waterfront, which was once a 
filled-in channel, is now home to restaurants, shops, office buildings, condos, 

and townhomes.4 The city of South Bend initiated a comprehensive riverfront 
development in 1982. The development now attracts tens of thousands of 
visitors each year for rafting, kayaking, jogging, and biking. As part of this 
project, the city developed the East Race Waterway, a 1,900-foot-long 
whitewater course, which opened in 1984. South Bend also incorporated the 
East Race into the city’s park system by expanding the River Walk (a walking 

4.  Blasko, Erin, East Race Waterway celebrates 30 years, South Bend Tribune, July 19, 2013, 
<http://www.southbendtribune.com/news/local/keynews/localeconomy/article_553a15b8-
f0b4-11e2-a654-001a4bcf6878.html>, accessed October 30, 2013.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 10



The Grand Rapids Whitewater Project
and jogging path that follows the river through the city) and connecting the city 
of South Bend to neighboring Mishawaka. 

FIGURE 4. Watercraft Rescue Training at the East Race Waterway

Source: South Bend Parks and Recreation

The waterway has been the focal point of downtown development and activity 
in South Bend. Aside from race events, the city also hosts weekend concerts 
near the river, and the South Bend Fire Department coordinates the Indiana 
River Rescue School, one of the leaders in the development of personal 

watercraft rescue techniques.5 Over 300,000 people have floated down the 
waterway since it opened, and according to the city’s Department of 
Community Investment, an estimated $78 million in economic development has 

occurred since the race opened.6

Columbus, Georgia, and Phenix City, Alabama. The cities of Columbus, 
Georgia, and Phenix City, Alabama, collaborated to implement the Chatta-
hoochee River Restoration project in 2013. The river restoration project has 
been a success, creating additional business activity; increasing property values 
for those near the river; and furthering the process of each community’s ongoing 

revitalization.7

5.  McMinn, Paul, “A Success Story: The East Race Waterway,” South Bend Parks and Recre-
ation, January 2013, <http://sbpark.org/news/east-race-celebrates-30-great-years/>, accessed 
December 11, 2013.

6. South Bend Parks and Recreation, <http://sbpark.org/news/east-race-celebrates-30-great-
years/>, accessed December 11, 2013.

7. Stacey Eidson, Whitewater Brought Columbus to Life, Metrospirit, Caldwell, Carla, First 
Columbus whitewater season a hit, fuels development, June 6, 2018 <http://metrospirit.com/
whitewater-brought-columbus-life/> accessed September 20, 2018.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 11



The Grand Rapids Whitewater Project
The project included removal of two dams and creation of a whitewater park to 
help increase recreation on the river.

Wausau, Wisconsin. In the 1970s, outdoor enthusiasts sought a way to improve 
and increase recreational opportunities on the Wisconsin River in Wausau, 
Wisconsin. Public and private entities worked together to improve the river 
channel and the entire watershed area to protect the waterway. In 1984, the 
city’s River Edge Commission initiated work on a whitewater park, which 
included modifications to the river as well as a landscaped portion of the 
riverfront in the downtown area for spectators.

In addition to bringing income to the local economy, the course has provided 
cultural benefits and exposure to the downtown. Wausau has hosted interna-
tional events since 1985 and the whitewater portion of the park is a training site 
for the U.S. Olympic Kayak and Canoe teams. According to Main Street 
Wausau, the town’s downtown development authority, the races bring new 

demographics downtown and increase interest in the central business district.8 
This type of exposure provides far-reaching benefits for Wausau that has not 
been measured.

Golden, Colorado. The city of Golden, Colorado, is the home of an extensive 
trail system called Clear Creek that is frequented by fishermen, kayakers, 
runners, and bikers all year. Clear Creek has been the centerpiece of Golden’s 

commerce since the city was founded, and is still the main hub of activity.9 As 
an expansion to the extensive trail system, the city of Golden implemented the 
Clear Creek Whitewater Park in 1998 and commissioned an economic impact 
study in 2000 which estimated visitorship for the whitewater park portion of the 
trail system. 

Researchers estimated that total kayak user days would fall between 13,635 and 
14,219 annually. The annual direct economic impact from kayaker expenditures 
was estimated at $0.9 to $1.2 million. The study also estimated that the total 
annual impact of the whitewater park would be between $1.4 and $2.0 

million.10 The park hosts multiple events per year and is another training site for 
the U.S. Olympic Kayak Team, so it is reasonable to estimate that the city 
realizes many economic benefits due to the popularity of the whitewater park, 
such as increased spending at hotels, shops, and restaurants.

8. VanBelleghem, Luke, National Main Street Center, Network Notes: Wausau’s Whitewater 
Enhances its Downtown Draw, <http://www.preservationnation.org/main-street/main-street-
news/2003/05/network-notes-wausaus-whitewater.html>, May 2003.

9. Golden, Colorado Visitors Center, <http://visitgolden.com/things-to-do-golden/clear-creek-
trail-and-white-water-park>, accessed March 24, 2014.

10. “Preliminary Evaluation of the Beneficial Value of Waters Diverted in the Clear Creek White-
water Park in the City of Golden,” Stratus Consulting, 2000.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 12
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FIGURE 5. Man-made Stairstep Features at Clear Creek

Source: American Whitewater

Reno, Nevada. The city of Reno, Nevada, sought a way to increase recreation 
opportunities and build on the vibrancy of its downtown resort area. In 2004, the 
city commenced development of the Truckee River Whitewater Park. The park 
is located in the heart of Reno and draws about 50,000 per year to its annual 

River Festival, and to participate in and watch paddling competitions.11 It also 
offers numerous outdoor recreational opportunities for residents and visitors. In 
addition, the success of the park inspired a nearby town to undertake a similar 
river and riverfront development project.

An economic impact study conducted by the City of Reno estimated that with 
two events per year (an organized whitewater event and a festival event) and 
normal park usage, the direct economic impact of the Truckee River Whitewater 

Park ranges from $1.9 to $4.1 million annually.12 The study also estimated that 
the economic activity created by the park would generate tax revenues of up to 
$263,000 per year.

11.Gurajpal Sangha, “Despite Sporatic Rain, Thousands Attend Reno River Festival,” May 14, 
2018, accessed October 22, 2018 from www.kolotv.com.

12. “Truckee River Recreation Plan,” Resource Concepts, 2004.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 13
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FIGURE 6. Recreational Kayaking at the Truckee River Whitewater Park

Source: YouTube

RIVER RECREATION 
AND ENHANCED 
RECREATIONAL 
OPPORTUNITIES

River-based activities have been growing in popularity in the United States. 
According to a study published by The Outdoor Foundation in 2013, stand-up 
paddling, whitewater and recreational kayaking, rafting, and fly-fishing were 
among the top 20 outdoor activities in terms of first-time participants in 2012. 
Stand up paddling had the highest percentage of first-time participants at nearly 
60% (meaning that of all the people who participated in stand up paddling in 
2012, 60% were trying it for the first time). Whitewater kayaking had a first-
time participant rate of 32%; rafting 28%; recreational kayaking 25%; and fly 

fishing 21%.13

Since 2013, these recreational activities have grown significantly. Between 
2013 and 2017, whitewater kayaking grew by 33%; recreational kayaking grew 
by 29%; and fly fishing grew by 13%. Of the activities listed above, only rafting 

declined in participation by 6%.14

Not all outdoor recreation activities happen in or on the river after a restoration 
project. Running, jogging, and trail running were the most popular outdoor 
activities based on the participation rate in 2017. About 19% of Americans, or 
55.9 million, participated in these activities. Running, jogging, and trail running 
were also among the most popular outdoor activities in terms of the frequency 
of participation. In 2017, runners/joggers averaged 76 outings each. 

13. Outdoor Participation Report, The Outdoor Foundation, 2013.

14.Outdoor Participation Report, The Outdoor Foundation, 2018.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 14
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Having more outdoor recreation opportunities within the city of Grand Rapids 
may encourage residents to participate more often. According to the 2018 Out-
door Foundation’s study, 22% of Americans do not participate in outdoor recre-
ation because they are too busy with family responsibilities; 18% think that 
outdoor recreation equipment is too expensive; 18% do not have anyone with 
whom to participate; and 10% do not participate because places for outdoor rec-
reation are too far away. For many people, one accessible, popular outdoor 
activity leads to interest in others.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 15
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III.Economic Overview: With and Without the Rapids

A strong job-base, several colleges and universities, and diverse cultural and 
recreational offerings have contributed to the current vibrancy in downtown 
Grand Rapids. As discussed below, these aspects are core to the community 
today, and stand to be enhanced further by the revitalization of the Grand River 
through downtown Grand Rapids.

GRAND RAPIDS 
TODAY

Business and Employment

Grand Rapids, the second largest city in Michigan, has one of Michigan’s stron-
gest and most diverse economies with significant manufacturing, healthcare, 
professional service, and retail industry employers. Downtown Grand Rapids is 
home to large employers including the Spectrum Health System, several banks, 
medical research facilities, and a number of law firms. There are also a wide 
variety of restaurants, locally owned shops, and educational institutions in the 
downtown area. 

Downtown Grand Rapids has some particularly concentrated industries as com-
pared to Michigan overall. Notably, Health Care and Social Assistance, Real 
Estate and Rental and Leasing, and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Ser-
vices grew in importance relative to the state as a whole between 2011 and 2015 
and indicate a burgeoning city. See Figure 7 on page 17 for a breakdown of jobs 
in downtown Grand Rapids by supersector. In 2015, the downtown area experi-
enced a net inflow of 43,335 workers per day, providing a significant boost to 
the market area. Nearly 58,000 people commuted into the city for work in 

2015.15

In 2015, there were 121,684 jobs in downtown Grand Rapids, representing a 
decline of 8% between 2011 and 2015. Meanwhile, the Grand Rapids-Wyoming 
Metropolitan Statistical Area experienced growth of 3.4%. In downtown Grand 
Rapids, gains in Administration and Support, Waste Management and Remedia-
tion, Accommodation and Food Services, and Professional, Scientific, and 
Technical Services were offset by losses in Manufacturing, Educational Ser-

vices, and Health Care and Social Assistance.16

15.U.S. Census Bureau, Center for Economic Studies, <http://onthemap.ces.census.gov/>, 
accessed on September 24, 2018.

16.Ibid.
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FIGURE 7. Jobs in Downtown Grand Rapids by Supersector, 2015

Source: Anderson Economic Group analysis derived using data from the U.S. Census Bureau

The City of Grand Rapids is expanding quickly. Grand Rapids had the 19th fast-
est growing Gross Regional Product among metropolitan areas between 2011 
and 2016 and is among the fastest growing economies in the nation. The metro-

area Gross Regional Product grew over 20% between 2011 and 2016.17 The 
Grand Rapids-Wyoming metropolitan statistical area also boasts the lowest 
unemployment rate among metropolitan areas in Michigan, tied with Ann Arbor 

at 3.6% in 2017.18

Colleges and Universities

Seven colleges and universities have a major presence in downtown Grand Rap-
ids. These schools—Davenport University, Grand Rapids Community College, 
Kendall College of Art and Design, Ferris State University, Michigan State Uni-
versity College of Human Medicine, Grand Valley State University, and West-
ern Michigan University—have a combined enrollment of approximately 
25,000 at their downtown Grand Rapids campuses, contributing to the active 
and vibrant population of the area. An additional 18,000 students are enrolled at 
other colleges in Grand Rapids, including Aquinas College, Calvin College, 

Cornerstone University, Grace Bible College, and Kuyper College.19

17.Bureau of Economic Analysis, <https://bea.gov/data/gdp/gdp-metropolitan-area/>, accessed 
on September 24, 2018.

18.Michigan Bureau of Labor Market Information and Strategic Initiatives, <https://www.michi-
gan.gov/lmi>, accessed on September 24, 2018.
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See Map 3, "Overview of Downtown Colleges, Museums, and Event Centers," 
on page A-3.

Arts, Culture, and Entertainment

Downtown Grand Rapids is the home of three main event centers: DeVos Place 
Convention Center, DeVos Performance Hall, and the Van Andel Arena. These 
venues allow the downtown to host conferences and conventions for large orga-
nizations; public shows such as the Michigan International Auto Show; perfor-
mances by the Grand Rapids Symphony and the Grand Rapids Ballet; and other 
events such as concerts, basketball games, and Grand Rapids Griffins hockey 
games.

Downtown Grand Rapids is also home to the Gerald R. Ford Presidential 
Museum and the Grand Rapids Public Museum, both located on the river. The 
Grand Rapids Art Museum and The Grand Rapids Children’s Museum are near 
the river. ArtPrize, an annual open-art competition that began in 2009, 
showcases venues along the riverfront. See Map 2 on page A-3 for the locations 
of downtown attractions relative to the Grand River.

THE GRAND RIVER IN 
GRAND RAPIDS

A revitalized Grand River will provide for an even more vibrant downtown core 
in Grand Rapids to the benefit of existing businesses, attractions, and amenities.

Current and future residents of downtown Grand Rapids and the greater Grand 
Rapids region will have access to new recreational activities. The downtown 
area will be more attractive to young professionals and to people seeking a 
“live-work-play” environment. 

New river recreation will benefit existing businesses by bringing more potential 
consumers to the downtown area. It may result in new businesses being opened, 
particularly those specializing in paddle sports, fishing, and other recreational 
equipment and those serving visitors, such as restaurants, retail, and accommo-
dations. This project would bring some of the $110.3 billion spent in the Mid-

west on recreational activities to the Grand Rapids area.20

The overall business community as well as colleges and universities will also 
benefit from the creation of an environment in which workers want to live. An 
amenity such as the whitewater course and better access to the river will add to 
the appeal of Grand Rapids, thus helping both local businesses and colleges and 
universities attract potential employees and new students. 

19. Enrollment data collected from university and college websites.

20.Outdoor Recreation Economy report, 2017, Outdoor Industry Association.
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Establishing a reputation in Grand Rapids as an outdoor recreation center pres-
ents opportunities to use the nearby DeVos Place to host industry trade shows or 
conferences. A complementing effect may arise as well: visitors to the conven-
tion center or performance hall may choose to visit the waterfront before or after 
their respective events, or observe an event happening on the same weekend as a 
show. 

Recreational Benefits

The project will grow Grand Rapids’ reputation as an outdoor recreation center 
by providing increased opportunities for visitors to participate in outdoor recre-
ational activities. The modified river environment will allow Grand Rapids to 
host kayak, canoe, and rafting events which provide opportunities for both par-
ticipation and observation. Fishing in the Grand River will be improved because 
migratory fish will be able to more easily reach their natural spawning areas, 
and their populations will be able to grow. 

The river revitalization project will help create new uses for the three parks that 
are located along the river. The parks are an attractive amenity that bring local 
college students and visitors to the riverfront to enjoy the scenery and observe 
or take part in other recreational activities. 
Anderson Economic Group, LLC 19
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IV.Economic Impacts from Construction and New 
Uses of the Grand River

The most visible and immediate economic benefits from many river revitaliza-
tion projects relate to new and increased recreational uses of the river and river-
front as well as an increase in activity due to the construction project. These 
direct uses draw visitors and businesses to the community. They also stimulate 
current residents to partake in new activities, or to stay in the city instead of 
traveling elsewhere for the activities. With this recreational activity comes 
spending that otherwise would not have occurred, fueling additional economic 
activity, employment, and income.

ESTIMATING NET 
NEW ECONOMIC 
IMPACT

“Net economic impact” is the level of change in economic output directly and 
indirectly caused by a given project, event, policy, or other action. This new 
economic activity is driven by increased expenditures. Expenditures that would 
have occurred anyway are not counted, nor are expenditures that go to busi-
nesses outside of the local economy. For example, in our economic impact esti-
mates, we do not count expenditures by visitors to the city who would have 
visited even in the absence of the revitalization. We only count projected spend-
ing insofar as it exceeds existing levels. See “Economic Impact Calculations” 
on page B-1 for further discussion of this methodology.

ECONOMIC IMPACT 
OF CONSTRUCTION

Construction spending for the Grand Rapids Whitewater Project will be funded 
federally through grants under the National Resources Conservation Service. It 
is unlikely that other large projects would occur at the site in the river, and these 
funds for construction would not otherwise be spent in Grand Rapids if not for 
the river revitalization. Therefore, we consider most of the spending and jobs 
created by construction as net new spending for Grand Rapids. We obtained cost 
estimates for the project from Grand Rapids Whitewater. Construction is esti-
mated to take four years at a total cost of $9.5 million.

Grand Rapids Whitewater estimates that 40% to 45% of construction dollars 
will be spent at local businesses and suppliers ($3.8 million to $4.3 million).

We estimate that construction of the rapids would generate an additional $4.4 to 
$5.0 million in output, $1.1 to $1.2 million in new earnings, and 5 to 6 new jobs 
for the city of Grand Rapids throughout the duration of the project, as shown in 
Table 3 on page 21. This is the total aggregate impact that will occur over the 
four years of construction.
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.

ESTIMATING NET 
NEW RECREATION 
USERS

The proposed Grand Rapids Whitewater project will attract a variety of new 
river users to the city of Grand Rapids. We defined four expected user groups: 

• Whitewater users,

• Other paddle and boating users,

• Fishing users, and

• Shore-based recreation users and spectators.

Usage estimates for each of these groups were derived using local market data, 
realized usage of analogous projects (see “Whitewater Boating User Estimates” 
on page 22), and results from national surveys of recreational activities and 
frequency of participation. These sources also informed our estimates of the 
share of overall users from outside the region, and the share of those visitors 
who are likely to come primarily as a result of the newly available river 
recreation (as opposed to those who visit and use the river, but would have 
visited Grand Rapids even without the river recreation). 

Using these figures, we calculated net new user days, under both a conservative 
and potential scenario, that Grand Rapids may experience as a result of the 
revitalization project. The conservative scenario is based on data and observa-
tions of smaller-scale river restoration projects. The potential scenario reflects 
possible increased draws given the project’s location, broad scope, and overall 

TABLE 3. Net Economic Impact of Construction for the Grand River Revitalization

Direct Indirect Total

Output (millions) $3.8 to $4.3 $0.6 to $0.7 $4.4 to $5.0

Earnings (millions) $0 $1.1 to $1.2 $1.1 to $1.2

Average Annual Employment 0 5 to 6 5 to 6

Source: ESRI, BEA RIMS II Multipliers, Grand Rapids Whitewater
Analysis: Anderson Economic Group

TABLE 4. Grand Rapids Whitewater Project Visitor and User Estimates 

Annual Net New User Days
Low End Estimate

Annual Net New User Days
High End Estimate

Whitewater Boating Users 13,090 15,400

Non-Whitewater Boating Users  42,500 50,000

Fishing Users 13,416 26,833

Shore-based Users 110,000 130,900

Total 179,006 223,133

Source: Anderson Economic Group analysis derived using local market data, realized usage of 
analogous projects, and results form national surveys of recreational activities and frequency of 
participation
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community and statewide interest. The calculations are summarized below, and 
presented in more detail in “Net New Visitorship Estimates” on page D-2.

Whitewater Boating User Estimates

To estimate the expected number of whitewater-related users for the planned 
Grand Rapids Whitewater revitalization project we examined usership data and 
estimates from other whitewater parks in cities of a similar population size to 
Grand Rapids. Table 5 below summarizes these data and estimates.

Our total usership estimate for pure whitewater activities (whitewater paddling) 
on the Grand River in Grand Rapids ranges from 8,500 (conservative) to 10,000 
(potential) users per year. This includes visiting users and local users, but not 
spectators.

Visitors from outside the city are assumed to comprise 90 percent of the total 
usership. It is assumed that only 20 percent of these visitors would have visited 
anyway. These assumptions reflect the unique nature of the attraction and the 
anticipated interest of people from outside of the area. The estimate also reflects 
a shorter season relative to several of the examples cited above.

Local users are assumed to comprise the other ten percent of the whitewater 
user base, and we further assume that 50 percent of this local base would have 
participated in some substitutable form of recreation within the area, thus not 
providing a net new benefit. 

After considering user origins and substitution activities, we further assume that 
each user will spend two days in the area. From this we arrive at a range of 

TABLE 5. User Estimates for Other Whitewater Parks

Park Location Year Opened Population, 2016 Annual Attendance

South Bend, Indiana 1984 101,735 10,000 a

Reno, Nevada 2004 245,255 70,000 to 80,000b

Columbus, Georgia and Phenix City, Alabama 2013 234,617 60,000 to 100,000c

Fort Collins, Colorado Expected 2019 164,207 12,992 to 14,616

a. South Bend Tribune and South Bend Parks and Recreation.

b. “Whitewater Parks Revitalize Local Economies.” Canoe & Kayak Magazine, January 18, 2008.

c. Chattahoochee River Whitewater and Chattahoochee River Restoration Market and Economic Impact Analysis.
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13,090 (conservative) to 15,400 (potential) net new visitor days attributable to 
whitewater recreation. Table 6details these calculations. 

Non-Whitewater Boating User Estimates

The revitalization project will provide for a river experience that is also condu-
cive to other rowing and paddle sports, including recreational kayaking, canoe-
ing, rowing, stand-up paddling, and other primarily non-motorized boating. To 
estimate related usership, we observed national industry statistics indicating that 
recreational kayaking and canoeing participation is approximately three to four 
times greater than whitewater kayaking participation. Due to the unique nature 
of the planned whitewater park, we estimate that total canoe, recreational kaya-
king, rowing, and other non-whitewater boating uses will be about four times 
the whitewater kayaking usage estimate, or 34,000 to 40,000 non-whitewater 
boating users.

Visiting non-whitewater boating users are assumed to comprise 75 percent of 
the total usership. It is assumed that 25 percent of these visitors would have 
visited anyway. These assumptions reflect the unique nature of the attraction 
and that non-whitewater recreation options are available elsewhere in the region 
and across the state, thus the lower visitor share and higher rate assumed for 
visitors who would have visited anyway relative to the whitewater user assump-
tions.

Local users are assumed to comprise the minority, 25 percent, of non-
whitewater boating users. We further assume that 75 percent of this local base 
would have participated in some substitutable form of recreation within the 
area, thus not providing a net new benefit. This again reflects the currently 
available non-whitewater opportunities available throughout the area.

TABLE 6. Whitewater Users and Net New “Visitorship” Estimates

Conservative
Scenario

Potential
Scenario

Expected annual whitewater users 8,500 10,000

Share of users from out-of-region 90%

Out-of-region usage substitution 20%

Subtotal: Net new usage from out-of-region 6,120 7,200

Share of users from in-region 10%

In-region usage substitution 50%

Subtotal: Net new usage from in-region 425 500

Average duration of use (days) 2.00

Total: Net new user days 13,090 15,400
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After considering user origins and substitution activities, and further assuming 
that each non-whitewater boating user will spend two days in the area, we 
arrived at a total of 42,500 to 50,000 net new visitor days attributable to non-
whitewater river recreation. 

Fishing User Estimates

The Grand River in Grand Rapids is already well-known as a fishing destina-
tion, especially among local and regional fishermen. The revitalization project, 
however, will provide better fishing opportunities along the entire project area, 
while maintaining many of the elements that make the 6th Street dam area such 
a popular fishing spot today.

To estimate fishing-related visitors we primarily relied on a Grand River 
Assessment conducted by the Michigan Department of Natural Resources 
(MDNR) in 2003 and 2004. Survey statistics estimated just over 46,000 angler 
trips to the Grand River in the Grand Rapids metropolitan area. In our calcula-
tions, we estimate that the number of angler trips will increase by approximately 
25 to 50 percent due to improved fishing conditions and larger fish populations 
attributable to the river revitalization. As such, we estimate 57,500 to 69,000 
annual users for fishing after the revitalization is completed. This implies that 
the amount of net-new annual fishing users will be between 11,541 and 23,082.

Visiting users from outside the city of Grand Rapids are assumed to comprise 75 
percent of the total usership. We assume that 50 percent of these visitors would 
have visited anyway. This recognizes that the area is already a known fishing 
destination, while also accounting for the fact that the revitalization will create a 
fishing environment to which more people will be willing to travel.

We assume that local users comprise 25 percent of fishing users. We further 
assume that 95 percent of this local base would have participated in some 

TABLE 7. Non-whitewater Boating Users and Net New “Visitorship” Estimates

Conservative
Scenario

Potential
Scenario

Expected annual boating users 34,000 40,000

Share of users from out-of-region 75%

Out-of-region usage substitution 25%

Subtotal: Net new usage from out-of-region 19,125 22,500

Share of users from in-region 25%

In-region usage substitution 75%

Subtotal: Net new usage from in-region 2,125 2,500

Average duration of use (days) 2.00

Total: Net new user days 42,500 50,000
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substitutable form of recreation within the area, thus not providing a net new 
benefit. This again reflects the current availability of fishing on the Grand River, 
and elsewhere in the region.

After considering user origins and substitution activities, and further assuming 
that each user will spend three days in the area, we arrive at a total of 13,416 to 

26,833 net new user days attributable to fishing recreation.21. 

Shore-Based User Estimates

Lastly, we estimated the expected number of people who will come to the river-
front for other recreational purposes, such as biking, jogging, watching the river, 
attending a river-related event, or enjoying other shore based activities, perhaps 
while a family member kayaks or fishes. This is a more difficult estimate at 
which to arrive, given the broad appeal of a riverfront setting. 

Our estimates are based on the assumption that there will be one shore-based 
user for every water-based user. This produces an estimate of 100,000 (conser-
vative) to 119,000 (potential) shore-based users. We assume that 25 percent of 
these users would be local, and that 75 percent would have stayed in the city, 
regardless of the revitalization project. This assumption is based on our 
estimates for in-region users for whitewater boating, non-whitewater boating, 
and fishing, where about 35 percent of the users in total are estimated to be 
local.

TABLE 8. Fishing Users and Net New “Visitorship” Estimates

Conservative
Scenario

Potential
Scenario

Expected annual fishing users 11,541 23,082

Share of users from out-of-region 75%

Out-of-region usage substitution 50%

Subtotal: Net new usage from out-of-region 4,328 8,656

Share of users from in-region 25%

In-region usage substitution 95%

Subtotal: Net new usage from in-region 144 289

Average duration of use (days) 3.00

Total: Net new user days 13,416 26,833

21.We assume a larger number of usage days per user for fishing, relative to boating, as the fish-
ing season begins earlier in the spring and extends deeper into the fall. Fishing is also less 
dependent on weather, and in fact may be aided by rain, cool temperatures, and other factors 
that would limit boating uses.
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We expect a strong visitor draw, however, as people will accompany white-
water users, other boaters, and fishers, and others will come simply to enjoy the 
views and parks. For the 75 percent of visitors who are estimated to be from out 
of the area, we assumed 35 percent substitution. We also assumed an average 
length-of-stay of two days, which yields a total estimate of 110,000 to 130,900 
net-new visitor days from shore-based users.

USER EXPENDITURE 
ESTIMATES

Average daily expenditure estimates on a per person basis are shown in Table 10 
below.

We made estimates using average hotel prices for the region as well as estimates 
for travel and spending on retail, food, and local museums and entertainment. 
Importantly, spending differs by activity based on direct expenditures expected 
in order to perform the activity. For more details on our calculations, see “Deter-
mination of Net New Expenditures” on page B-1.

See Figure 8 on page 27 for details on the total amount of spending by 
recreation type.

TABLE 9. Shore-based Users and Net New “Visitorship” Estimates

Conservative
Scenario

Potential
Scenario

Expected annual shore-based users 100,000 119,000

Share of users from out-of-region 75%

Out-of-region usage substitution 35%

Subtotal: Net new usage from out-of-region 48,750 58,013

Share of users from in-region 25%

In-region usage substitution 75%

Subtotal: Net new usage from in-region 6,250 7,438

Average duration of use (days) 2.00

Total: Net new user days 110,000 130,900

TABLE 10. Average Daily Expenditures by Activity and Type

Visitors from
Grand Rapids

Visitors from
Outside Grand

Rapids

Whitewater Boating Users $87 $181

Non-Whitewater Boating Users $107 $201

Fishing Users $103 $197

Shore-based Users $47 $141
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FIGURE 8. Net New Direct Spending Estimates, by Recreation Type

Source: Anderson Economic Group analysis based on local market data, realized usage of analo-
gous projects, and results from national surveys of recreational activities.

ECONOMIC IMPACT 
OF RECREATION 
USERS

Our expenditure estimates would result in a net annual economic impact of 

$22.6 million to $30.4 million in direct new spending in the region.22

This new spending stimulates further spending in the region. To estimate the 
total net-new demand for goods and services, as well as the number of jobs and 
wages that are supported by the spending, we apply region and industry-specific 
RIMS II Regional Multipliers from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis. See 
Table 11 on page 28. In doing so we find that:

1. The total annual economic impact from net new visitor spending is estimated to 
be $22.6 million under the conservative scenario and $30.4 million under the 
potential scenario. 

2. This net new economic activity will create 273 to 367 jobs within the city and a 
total of $6.2 million to $8.3 million in net new annual earnings for households 
in the city.

22.Note that these are current year figures, with no adjustment for inflation.
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.
TABLE 11. Net Annual Economic Impact of Recreational Activity in Grand Rapids

Direct Indirect Total

Output (millions) $19.5 to $26.2 $3.1 to $4.2 $22.6 to $30.4

Earnings (millions) $0 $6.2 to $8.3 $6.2 to $8.3

Employment 0 273 to 367 273 to 367

Note: Direct output does not exactly equal net new direct spending because only the retail margins 
are included.
Source: ESRI, BEA RIMS II Multipliers, Grand Rapids Whitewater
Analysis: Anderson Economic Group
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V.Other Economic Benefits of the Grand River 
Revitalization

The river revitalization will also generate impacts that are difficult or 
impossible to accurately project, including health, quality of life, and environ-
mental impacts. These factors improve the city and the region but are often 
realized over long periods, making them difficult to measure.

OTHER ECONOMIC 
IMPACTS

Attraction and Retention of Businesses

The revitalization of the rapids will draw paddlers from across the state; create 
opportunities for the city to host competitions; and provide a training course for 
Olympic athletes. Wausau, Wisconsin, has realized positive economic impacts 
from hosting international paddling events. Its downtown gained worldwide 
exposure because competitors and spectators visit from around the globe. The 
ability to host such events provides a new market opportunity for Grand Rapids 
and may encourage retailers that supply outdoor recreation equipment to open. 
There are only a few whitewater parks in lower Michigan and a handful in Illi-
nois, Indiana, and Wisconsin. None, however, are of the scale envisioned for 
Grand Rapids. 

Increased visitation also makes the city conducive to entrepreneurship, since 
new business owners can have confidence that their establishment will be seen 
by thousands of people every day. Grand Rapids currently fosters an excellent 
entrepreneurship community, with several incubators located in the downtown 
area. Visitors also benefit the city as a whole by raising the profile of Grand 
Rapids and helping the city to be more competitive on a regional and state scale. 

Economic Benefits from New Development

Evidence suggests that the riverfront development project in Detroit, Michigan 
has spurred development that may not have otherwise taken place, and that the 
riverfront has transformed perceptions of Detroit among residents and non-
locals alike. Further, the riverfront is a desirable space for workers, supporting a 

strong rental structure for properties close to the river.23 The riverfront revital-
ization and accompanying development has the potential to affect the entire city 
and region in unexpected ways.

We found that substantial development is planned after construction of the river 
is completed that is due directly to the removal of the dams and enhancement of 

23.CSL International, “Economic Impact Study: Detroit Riverfront 2013,” Detroit Riverfront 
Conservancy, 2013, pp. 14.
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the river substrate. Namely, real estate developers are beginning to show inter-
est in property located in proximity to the river due to the possibility of revival. 

ECOLOGICAL 
BENEFITS

Fish and Mussel Habitat

Dams often have the effect of blocking spawning runs and isolating fish popula-
tions, which decreases the overall productivity of the fish community. Aside 
from blocking fish from their spawning areas, fish can be injured or killed trying 
to move around dams. Exposed boulders and bedrock formations will recreate 
fish holding areas. Removing the dams will allow a higher percentage of fish to 
pass to upstream areas, will help diversify the river’s aquatic life by up to five 

times, and will sustain the game fish populations.24

There are a number of mussel species found within the project area. One of the 
primary reasons for enhancing the substrate of the river is to increase the 
amount of hydrophysical habitat available to these mussels, as many of them are 

threatened, endangered, or special concern species.25 Overall, it is projected that 
aquatic habitat available at low flows would be reduced, thus reducing habitable 
space for mussel species after construction is completed. However, preferred 

hydrophysical habitat is projected to increase.26

HEALTH AND SAFETY Parks and recreation areas present opportunities for physical activity. Exercise 
helps curb obesity and also can significantly reduce the risk of serious chronic 
diseases such as cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, and diabetes. In 
addition, regular physical activity can reduce the severity of mental health 
disorders such as depression, anxiety, and panic disorder. Finally, social inter-
action that often results from physical activity improves energy levels and 

personal self-esteem.27 Increasing recreational opportunities in downtown 
Grand Rapids will be a benefit to public health.

The social and health benefits associated with urban parks and green spaces are 
well-studied. A project in Philadelphia involving cleaning up vacant lots and 
planting gardens correlated with a 90% drop in burglaries and thefts in the 

24.Hanshue, Scott and Amy Harrington, “Special Report: Draft Grand River Assessment,” Mich-
igan Department of Natural Resources Fisheries Division, 2017.

25.For a detailed discussion of the ecological benefits associated with the project, see Jason Hor-
witz and Brandon Betz, “Cost-Benefit Analysis of the Alternatives Proposed for the Grand 
River Revitalization,” Forthcoming.

26.Preferred Hydrophysical Habitat is habitat that meets parameters for bed slope, minimum 
water velocity, substrate stability, whether the area is wetted under low flow, and that there 
exists non-depositional sand area at high flows.

27.California State Parks, “The Health and Social Benefits of Recreation,” California State Parks 
Planning Division, 2005, pp. 36.
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surrounding precinct. A study in California showed that the presence of park 
users is an excellent deterrent of crime, and helps residents feel more safe and 

secure at home.28 Park and recreation opportunities also bring neighbors 
together and encourage a lively community atmosphere. A safe, active 
environment increases an area’s desirability and may encourage further 
investment in the downtown.

Removing the dams as part of the revitalization project will make the river safer 
by eliminating dangerous water patterns that occur at the base of dams. Finally, 
whitewater features that will be created in the river will provide an opportunity 
for rescue teams and firefighters to train in an active river environment. Grand 
Rapids could become a training center for rescue teams and firefighters from 
around the state, since the closest swiftwater rescue training courses are in 

Indiana and Minnesota.29 South Bend, Indiana, hosts a river rescue training 
program that has attracted over 2,500 students from across the U.S. and South 
America to train at its East Race Waterway. 

28.California State Parks, “The Health and Social Benefits of Recreation,” California State Parks 
Planning Division, 2005, pp. 23.

29. Indiana River Rescue School, <http://www.indianariverrescue.com/>, accessed on November 
15, 2013 and University of Minnesota Duluth Recreational Sports Outdoor Program, <http://
www.umdrsop.org/(RSOP%20Web)/Kayak_&_Canoe/infosheets_sm12/
WW%20canoe%20pdfs%202012/2012SwiftwaterRescueInfo.pdf>, accessed on November 
15, 2013.
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Appendix A. Project Area Maps

Appendix A contains:

Map 2, “Project Area,” in Appendix A-2.

Map 3, “Overview of Downtown Colleges, Museums, and Event Centers,” in 
Appendix A-3.
Anderson Economic Group, LLC A-1



MAP 2. Project Area
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MAP 3. Overview of Downtown Colleges, Museums, and Event Centers
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Appendix B. Economic Impact Calculations

NET ECONOMIC 
IMPACT DEFINED

We define “net economic impact” as the new economic activity directly or indi-
rectly caused by a project, investment, change in policy, or other such event. To 
quantify the economic impact of a project like the proposed Grand Rapids 
Whitewater project, we focus on economic activities that are likely to be real-
ized as a direct result of the project being completed, while accounting for eco-
nomic activities that might be displaced by the project or that would have 
occurred even if not for the project. Displacement and substitution are sub-
tracted out from our economic impact estimates.

DETERMINATION OF 
NET NEW 
EXPENDITURES

Economic impacts stem from direct new spending that can be attributed to a 
project. In this project we focus specifically on expenditures that are likely to be 
made by new visitors who come to Grand Rapids because of new recreational 
and related uses of the river that are possible because of the revitalization. To 
estimate the level of these expenditures, we relied on economic impact studies 
from other river revitalization and whitewater park projects, as well as national 
outdoor recreation and participation surveys. This guided our estimation of 
users and visitors in four categories: whitewater users, other boating users, fish-
ing users, and shore-based recreation users. We further used the economic 
impact studies and knowledge of the area to estimate the percent of users who 
would come specifically for the river, thus excluding residents and visitors who 
would come to the city even if the revitalization did not take place.
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WE NEXT ESTIMATED 
THE EXPECTED 
SPENDING FOR EACH 
USER GROUP BASED 
ON OUR KNOWLEDGE 
OF AVERAGE 
EXPENDITURES IN 
THE REGION. WE 
ITEMIZED 
EXPENDITURES FOR 
HOTELS, FOOD, 
RETAIL, LOCAL 
MUSEUMS AND 
ENTERTAINMENT, 
PUBLIC TRANSIT, 
PARKING, AND 
RIDESHARING IN 
ORDER TO ESTIMATE 
THE AVERAGE 
EXPENDITURES PER 
PERSON FROM IN THE 
REGION AND 
OUTSIDE THE 
REGION. WE THEN 
ADDED ACTIVITY-
SPECIFIC COSTS TO 
ESTIMATED 
EXPENDITURES TO 
CALCULATE THE 
AVERAGE COST OF 
EACH ACTIVITY. WE 
MULTIPLIED THE NET 
NEW VISITORS FOR 
EACH GROUP BY THE 
EXPECTED 
EXPENDITURES FOR 
EACH USER GROUP 
TO ARRIVE AT A 
FIGURE FOR TOTAL 
NEW EXPENDITURES. 
SEE TABLE 12 ON 
PAGE B-2. 
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ESTIMATING 
INDIRECT IMPACTS

After calculating expected net new spending (the direct economic impact) we 
then estimate the level of indirect economic activity that is stimulated by the 
direct activity. For example, as visitors make purchases and spend money in res-
taurants and hotels, the restaurants and hotels hire more workers and spend 
more at local suppliers. To estimate indirect activity produced by these expendi-
tures, we use the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis RIMS II Final Demand 
Multipliers for Output, Earnings, and Employment. The multipliers used reflect 
Kent county level data, adjusted to provide estimates for the City of Grand Rap-
ids. We adjusted the multipliers to account for only the city of Grand Rapids by 
finding the ratio of jobs in the city to the two-county region, and increasing the 
result slightly to account for Grand Rapids having a dense concentration of jobs.

TABLE 12. Average Spending by Category

Visitors from 
Grand Rapids

Visitors from 
Outside Grand 

Rapids

Hotel $0 $15.56

Food $15.00 $45.00

Retail $0 $20.00

Local Museums and Entertainment $20.00 $40.00

Public Transit $1.67 $0.83

Parking $4.00 $6.00

Ride Share $6.67 $1.33

Whitewater Boating $40.00 $40.00

Non-whitewater Boating $60.00 $60.00

Fly-Fishing $56.00 $56.00

Shore-Based Activities $0 $0

Source: Anderson Economic Group analysis based on local market data 
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Appendix D. About Anderson Economic Group

Anderson Economic Group is a boutique consulting firm founded in 1996, with 
offices in East Lansing, Chicago, New York, and Istanbul. We specialize in 
strategy, valuation, public policy, and market analyses. Our team has a deep 
understanding of advanced economic modeling techniques and extensive expe-
rience in multiple industries in multiple states and countries. 

Anderson Economic Group has published a number of economic impact studies 
regarding the economic impact of large-scale construction projects and the 
ongoing operation of recreational resources. These include:

• “Economic Impact of the Grand Rapids Whitewater Project,” published in 
2014.

• “2016 Tourism-Related Benefits in the Washtenaw County Economy,” pub-
lished in 2017.

• “The Economic Impact of the Barack Obama Presidential Library in Chicago,” 
published in 2015.

• “Economic Impact and Attendee Profile,” published in 2014.

Anderson Economic Group has also performed worked on a number of environ-
mental economics issues. Relevant publications from our firm include:

• “The Costs of Aquatic Invasive Species to Great Lakes States,” updated in 
2017.

• “Economic Impact of the Detroit Climate Action Plan,” published in 2017.

• “Innovating for the Blue Economy,” published in 2014.

• “Costs of Aquatic Non-indigenous Species,” completed in 2015.

• “Financing the Battle Against Invasive Species,” published in 2010.

• “Four Plausible Scenarios that Could Emerge from Court Ruling on the EPA’s 
Clean Power Plan,” published in 2016.

• “Analysis of Michigan’s Options Under the EPA’s Clean Power Plan,” pub-
lished in 2016

Past clients of Anderson Economic Group include:

• Governments: The government of Canada; the states of Michigan, North Caro-
lina, and Wisconsin; the cities of Detroit, Cincinnati, and Sandusky; counties 
such as Oakland County, and Collier County; and authorities such as the 
Detroit-Wayne County Port Authority.

• Corporations: Bank of America Merrill Lynch, InBev USA, ITC Holdings 
Corp., Ford Motor Company, First Merit Bank, Labatt USA, Lithia Motors, 
Meijer, Inc., National Wine & Spirits, Nestle, and Relevent Sports; automobile 
dealers and dealership groups representing Toyota, Honda, Chrysler, Mercedes-
Benz, General Motors, Kia, and other brands.
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• Nonprofit organizations: Convention and visitor bureaus of several major cities; 
higher education institutions including Michigan State University, Wayne State 
University, and University of Michigan; trade associations such as the Michigan 
Manufacturers Association, Service Employees International Union, Automa-
tion Alley, and Business Leaders for Michigan. 

Please visit www.AndersonEconomicGroup.com for more information
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