
 
AGENDA 

 
EAST GRAND RAPIDS PLANNING COMMISSION 

June 14, 2016 
Community Center – Commission Chambers 

5:30 PM 
 
 
 
 

1. Call to Order 
 
 
2. Approval of Minutes:  May 10, 2016 
 
 
3.  Special Land Use Application – Calvin College (Action Requested:  Discussion, 
 Public Hearing, Recommendation to City Commission) 
 
 
4. Report of the City Commission 
 
 
5. Next Scheduled Meeting Date:  July 12, 2016 
 
 
6. Public Comment 
 
 
7. Adjournment 
 
 
  



PROCEEDINGS OF THE PLANNING COMMISSION 

City of East Grand Rapids, Michigan 

 

May 12, 2016 

East Grand Rapids Community Center – Commission Chambers 

 

 

Present:  Chairman John Barbour, Commissioners John Arendshorst, Kevin Brant, David 

DeVelder, Tom Getz, Sara Lachman, Mary Mapes and Jeff Olsen  

 

Absent:  Commissioner Jeff Dills 

 

Also Present: Assistant City Manager Doug La Fave, City Zoning Administrator Tom Faasse, 

City Attorney John Huff, City Planner Paul LeBlanc of LSL Planning and Recording Secretary 

Lynda Taylor 

 

 

1. CALL TO ORDER 

 

 Chairman Barbour called the meeting to order at 5:30 PM. 

 

2. APPROVAL OF MINUTES – January 12, 2016  

 

 A motion was made by Commissioner Getz and supported by Commissioner Olsen to 

approve the minutes as written. 

 

 Yeas:  Commissioners Arendshorst, Brant, Barbour, DeVelder, Getz, Mapes and Olsen – 7 

 

 Nays:  -0- 

 

Commissioner Lachman arrived at 5:35 PM. 

 

3. SPECIAL LAND USE APPLICATION (Calvin College) 

 

 Chairman Barbour asked Zoning Administrator Tom Faasse to review the special use 

application submitted by Calvin College.  The application is for the portion of the Calvin 

campus located in East Grand Rapids.  The property contains the house known as 

Ravenswood at 3222 Lake Drive.  The college had been using the house for visiting faculty 

short term housing.  Mr. Faasse explained that Calvin College had approached the City about 

zoning ramifications of using the house as a theme centered student group housing.    

Because the property is zoned R1, group housing is an unlisted use in the City's zoning code.  

In the course of analysis and discussion, it came to light that this portion of the campus had 

never had an approved special land use designation 

 

 Mr. Faasse explained that when an unlisted use is requested, the Director of Public Works 

makes a determination as to whether it is not listed in any zoning district and then makes an 

interpretation whether the use is similar or closely resembles another listed use.  In the case 

of Calvin College, the determination was made that the most appropriate comparison would 

be "private or parochial school". 

 

 Mr. Faasse emphasized that there were no proposed building projects, overhaul of the 

campus or planned redevelopment of the property.  



 2 

 

 Matt Zimmerman, attorney for Calvin College, gave a brief description of what had taken 

place between the college and the City and said they were happy to cooperate and go through 

the special use process.   

 

 Sarah Visser, Vice-president for Student Life, described the plans for the program that would 

take place in the house.  The program, John Perkins Leadership Fellows Program, is for 

students at Calvin who are the first in their family to attend a college or university and is 

intended to support and encourage them to thrive at the college.  Eight students and a 

professional staff mentor would live in the house.  The goal is not only for students to be 

living there, but it would be a place for students to meet as well.   

 

 Phil Beezhold, Facilities Manager for Calvin College, gave an overview of the house 

structure.  He said the house has four bedrooms, each with its own bathroom. There is living 

space that was formerly a garage.  The house has a living room, family room, kitchen and 

another living space which is where the mentor would live. The house also has a basement 

that can be used for group meetings. 

 

 The house parcel has a large circular driveway, a three car detached garage and a parking lot 

that can hold twelve cars.  The property is surrounded by trees and they have been trying to 

plant additional trees to provide additional natural cover.   

 

 Mr. Zimmerman added that what is being proposed for the property would not be disruptive 

to the neighborhood and fits within the character of the surrounding area.  He said that you 

basically have to go on the campus in order to see it because of the tree cover.   

 

 City Planner, Paul LeBlanc reported that this is not an uncommon situation.  He said when a 

zoning ordinance is written, it can’t possibly list every use that might ever be conceived, and 

that is why there is a provision in the use table that allows the director to classify uses that 

aren’t mentioned.  He said it is a routine situation.  In the discussions, it was determined that 

"parochial and public schools" was probably the closest fit.  

 

 Chairman Barbour mentioned that the property had been in East Grand Rapids since 2007 

because of a land trade with Grand Rapids.  Mr. Faasse said that the Article 425 agreement 

occurred because Calvin wanted to expand the Spoelhof Center.  The new building would 

have straddled the city line and force the college to deal with two different governments.  To 

simplify the situation, the proposal was to move the East Grand Rapids land to Grand 

Rapids.  East Grand Rapids, then, acquired the Ravenswood property in the trade. 

 

 Commissioner Olsen asked the applicant if the special land use process was affecting the 

college's schedule or plans.  Mr. Zimmerman responded that if it was kept on schedule and 

they received a favorable response, the plans would be on schedule. 

 

 Commissioner DeVelder asked if there were any expansion improvements for the house.  

Mr. Beezhold said nothing had been planned except for maintenance improvements. 

 

 Commissioner DeVelder questioned the large amount of parking space available near the 

house.  Ms. Visser said that very few of the students living in the house had cars.  She stated 

that there would probably be four cars.  The parking lot would be used for overflow parking 

when needed. 
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 Commissioner DeVelder asked if the special land use would affect just the house or the 

entire piece of property in East Grand Rapids.  Mr. Faasse responded that it would affect the 

entire area. 

 

 Commissioner Lachman asked if there was a protection to prevent the house from becoming 

a fraternity house in the future.  Mr. LeBlanc responded that Calvin College had specifically 

stated the intent and the number of residents located at the house.  He added that as part of 

the Commission's recommendation, they could place a limit on the number of students being 

housed.  Any change to that number would require them to come back and amend the special 

land use approval. 

 

 Commissioner Mapes questioned the number of students per bedroom and if there was a 

limit.  Mr. Beezhold answered that the rooms were big enough for two students per bedroom 

and that would be the maximum they would allow. 

 

 Commissioner Getz asked if the original ordinance would have to be revised.  Mr. Faasse 

stated that staff is obligated to proposed to the City Commission an amendment to the 

ordinance to add the uses. 

 

 Chairman Barbour commented that he was pleased with the Commissioners' sensitivity to the 

timeline for the applicant as well as sensitivity to understanding the whole process.   

 

4. SET PUBLIC HEARING FOR SPECIAL LAND USE APPLICATION (Calvin College) 

 

 A motion was made by Commissioner Olsen and supported by Commissioner Arendshorst to 

schedule a public hearing for June 14, 2016. 

 

 Yeas:  Commissioners Arendshorst, Barbour, Brant, DeVelder, Getz, Lachman, Mapes and 

Olsen – 8 

 

 Nays:  -0- 

 

5. REPORT OF THE CITY COMMISSION 

 

 Assistant City Manager Doug La Fave reported the following: 

 

 The annual Reeds Lake Run is scheduled for June 4. 

 A lot of work was done this winter on cured-in-place pipe lining of sanitary sewers to try 

to rehabilitate those before we have to do open cut repairs. 

 This year's LED lighting retrofit project has been completed.  Gaslight Village gooseneck 

lights have been done.  The Edgemere neighborhood, San Lucia, San Lu Rae and the 

Municipal Complex were also completed. 

 Lake Drive water main replacement will start May 16.  The project limits will be Conlon 

to Bagley.  New mast arm traffic signals will be installed at the Lake/Breton/Lakeside 

intersection. 

 Street work coming up this summer includes the lowest paser rated streets which include 

some long stretches of Conlon from Berwyck to Oakwood and Rosewood from Sherman 

to Robinson.  Grind and resurface will be done on Manhattan Road from Reeds Lake 

Blvd. to cascade Road.  Numerous Cape Seal projects will also be done. 
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 Sidewalk replacement has been taking place in areas where grinding and cutting was 

done last summer and fall.  Then, we will continue to go back to areas of the City that 

were last addressed in 2002. 

 A new fuel management system is in place.  We have partnered with the schools to save 

them some money as well.  Besides saving money it will eliminate vehicles traveling to 

gas stations outside the City. 

 The City is in the midst of wrapping up a tree inventory of all trees in the public right of 

way – 7,113 trees.  Condition assessments have been done on all the trees and we are 

looking to manage our tree canopy like we do with our utilities by implementing those 

into GIS format.  This includes tree species, initial health ratings, age, etc.   

 

Chairman Barbour asked if we still have a program for homeowners to purchase trees.  

Mr. La Fave responded that the program is still in place.  The City splits the cost 50/50 

with residents to plant trees in the right of way. 

 

Commissioner Lachman asked if anything interesting was found when doing the tree 

inventory.  Mr. La Fave said that out of the 7,113 trees only 8 needed to be removed or 

trimmed because of imminent danger.  This tells us that we're being very effective in 

making sure we have good communication between residents and staff when something 

is happening that needs to be addressed. 

 

6. NEXT SCHEDULED MEETING DATE – June 14, 2016 

 

7. PUBLIC COMMENT 

 

 No public comment was received. 

 

8. ADJOURNMENT 

 

 Chairman Barbour adjourned the meeting at 6:10 PM. 

 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

Lynda Taylor 

Recording Secretary 



 
 

* The Planning Commission’s role is to make a recommendation to the City Commission. Final approval of a 

Special Land Use Application is up to the City Commission following a required public hearing before that body. 

 

MEMORANDUM 
 

TO: East Grand Rapids Planning Commission 

FROM: Thomas A.  Faasse, Zoning Administrator 

DATE: May 3, 2016 

RE:  Special Land Use Application  

Calvin College Campus in East Grand Rapids 

 

Action Requested: The Planning Commission is requested to review and comment upon the 

attached application at the May meeting, and then set a public hearing as required for the next 

meeting of the Planning Commission on June 14, 2016.*  

 

Background: The purpose of the current process is not to approve a new development or even a 

major change in an existing development, but simply to recognize the existing situation at the 

portion of the Calvin College Campus that is situated in the City of East Grand Rapids and bring 

it into alignment with the zoning ordinance. All of the campus area in East Grand Rapids is 

zoned R-1 Single Family, but the current and planned uses of the property are not currently 

allowed in that zone or any other zone, either as permitted uses or as special land uses. 

 

The area now occupied by the ponds and ball fields at the north end of the campus has been in 

East Grand Rapids since Calvin acquired the Knollcrest Campus in the 1950s. A smaller portion 

containing the house known as Ravenswood at 3222 Lake Drive came to East Grand Rapids by 

way of an “Act 425 Agreement” between the college and the cities of Grand Rapids and East 

Grand Rapids in 2007. In order to avoid straddling the city boundary with Calvin’s planned 

expansion of their fieldhouse, the cities traded parcels as permitted by state law. 

 

In early 2016, the college inquired about the zoning regulations that would apply to changing the 

use of the Ravenswood house to theme-centered student group housing for up to eight students 

and a mentor. Calvin had been using the house as short term housing for visiting faculty, a “guest 

house” type of use that does not fit the definition of “family” in the city zoning ordinance. The 

proposed use is also not a permitted use in this zone. 

Paul LeBlanc of LSL Planning, Inc., the city’s planning consultant, has analyzed the situation 

and has recommended that the best option is the “similar use” procedure described in our zoning 

ordinance (Chapter 50, Section 5.75A). Briefly, if the proposed use is not listed as allowed in any 

zoning district, this procedure allows the Director of Public Works to use his authority of 

interpretation of the zoning ordinance.  If he finds that the proposed use closely resembles 

another use that is allowed as a permitted use or as a special land use, then certain steps may be 

taken in order to “legitimize” the proposed use. 
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There is also the related issue that the other parts of the campus that are in East are occupied 

primarily by outdoor athletic facilities. This use is also not an allowed use in the R-1 District, 

except under public ownership. The housing uses, the ball fields, and other potential college uses 

can all be classified as typical ancillary uses under the general heading of “Institutional Uses”, 

and the subcategory of “College Residential Campus”. Staff has determined that this proposed 

use most closely resembles the “Private and Parochial School” subcategory that is allowed in R-1 

as a Special Land Use. The ordinance’s “similar use” procedures then require that “…the 

proposed use shall comply with any specific standards or other ordinance requirements that 

apply to the named use. If the named use is a special land use, the similar use may only be 

approved according to the requirements of Section 5.94…,” that is, by meeting the standards 

necessary for approval of a Special Land Use. In addition, the zoning ordinance contains other 

specific standards for Private or Parochial Schools in a Residential District, found in Article 8, 

Section 5.73C. When you review the college’s application for Special Land Use you will see that 

they have provided a thorough analysis of the situation and a complete review of all of the 

aforementioned standards. City staff agrees with the applicants’ conclusion that all of the 

standards are either met or are by their nature not applicable. Similarly, the additional zoning 

requirements and standards provided for “private and parochial schools” are either met, or were 

meant to apply only to a day school campus, and did not envision a residential post-secondary 

campus. 

 

Please note that the Site Plan Review which is required in all Special Land Use applications is 

included here, but it is cursory. This requirement is not really applicable when, as in this case, 

there is no proposal to overhaul the existing development, which by all reports has been 

functioning well in the surrounding community for many years. 

 

The “similar use” procedures further require that the Director of Public Works shall initiate an 

amendment to the zoning ordinance to list the similar use in the schedule of uses for the zoning 

district. Staff plans to do so following the conclusion of the college’s application for Special 

Land Use. 

 

 

 























 

CITY OF EAST GRAND RAPIDS  

ZONING ORDINANCE 

 

SUMMARY OF PROCESS 

TO ADD AN UNLISTED LAND USE TO THE ORDINANCE 

 

 Applicant requests a certain land use 

 Director determines that the use is not listed in the zoning ordinance for 

any zoning district, either as a permitted use or as a special land use 

 Director interprets that the use is similar to a listed use, but that the 

proposed similar use is a special land use, not a use permitted by right 

o Options: 

 Apply to amend zoning ordinance – lengthy process and 

special land use application required after that 

 Apply for a Use Variance – not legally likely to succeed and not 

flexible in the future 

 Use “similar use” procedure in zoning ordinance, Section 5.75A 

 Applicant applies for Special Land Use, which includes Site Plan Review 

 Planning Commission holds a public hearing 

 City Commission holds a public hearing 

 If Special Use approved by Planning Commission and then by City 

Commission, staff initiates zoning ordinance amendment to include new 

land use 

T. Faasse, Zoning Administrator, May, 2016 






