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“A Glimpse into the Future:  2005 A.D. “Sewer Once a River” 
New Year’s Day prophecy of the Evening Press of January 1, 1905  

 
“A Mr. Billjones makes one statement that, seeming almost 
unbelievable in many ways, is undoubtedly true.  He says that the 
present trunk sewer which enters the city at Plainfield Station and 
empties into Lake Michigan at the suburb of Grand Haven was once 
called the Grand River and that the village secured its water supply 
there.  The river, a century ago, was noted for its beauty.  Billjones 
remembers well when in 1945 it was decided to build a cement 
covering over the river and use it for sewer.  The exact line of the old 
river would be hard to find now, as great manufacturing and office 
buildings have been erected on it. 

 
In the early days there were factories scattered along the river bank, 
and bridges connected with what were known then as the East and 
West side.” 

 



1911 



Excerpt from Report on Sewage Disposal made to the  
City of Grand Rapids, Board of Public Works,  

May, 1915 
 

In 1909, the Township of Wyoming, the village of Grandvile and certain riparian 
owners upon Grand River in Wyoming Township brought an action in the Superior 
Court of Grand Rapids against the City of Grand Rapids and various of its officials to 
restrain the continuance of an alleged public nuisance resulting from the discharge of 
sewage and sewage materials into the Grand River.  This was a proceeding in equity, 
filed in the name of the attorney-general of the state. 

 
A decision was rendered in September, 1911, in favor of the defendant city.  The case 
was appealed to the Supreme Court of the state, and was there argued by counsel in 
May, 1913.  The outcome was that the decree of the lower court was reversed, and on 
December 20th, 1913, a decree was entered in the Supreme court directing the 
defendant city and its officials to “refrain and desist from continuing to discharge the 
sewage of the city of Grand Rapids, which is now discharged into the said Grand River, 
until the same shall have first been so deodorized and purified as not to contain the 
foul, offensive or noxious matter (which it now contains) capable of injuring 
complainants or their property, or causing a nuisance thereto. 

 



The prophecy seemed somewhat ominous when on June 9, 
1964, the Grand Rapids Press carried these words: 

 

“An over-the-river ramp and an underground 
facility loomed Monday as alternate possibilities 
for solving the future Civic Auditorium parking 
needs.  The Automobile Parking Authority called 
for a new look at an old proposal to build a ramp 
over the river between the interurban bridge 
and Pearl Street NW bridge.” 



Grand River Monitoring History 

1968 – Grand River Monitoring Network 
Since 1988 - 
 Data in database 
 Water Quality Index (WQI) 
 Monthly Monitoring through August, 2005 
 Quarterly Monitoring since August, 2005 
 Currently 15 Monitoring Locations 



Michigan Grand River Watershed 
Council 

• Authorized under Act 253 – Public Acts of 
1964 

• Grand River Council, formed in 1966 and 
second organized under this Act 

• Council’s purpose 
– Study  
– Plan 
– Be the coordinating agency 

 



Initial River Monitoring 
• Established a monitoring network in 1968, collecting 

monthly samples at 100 sampling locations 
• Conclusions from a 2 year study 

– “DO was acceptable all along the river except below 
Lansing and Jackson (fish life cannot be sustained at 
times).” 

– “Chlorides (salt) – Acceptable all along river.” 
– “Total bacteria – Acceptable all along river” 
– “Fecal coliforms – Not acceptable all along river. (This 

matter under study.)” 
– “Metals Wastes – Acceptable – Under supervision of 

control agencies.” 



Text 
Michigan Grand 

River 
Watershed 
Monitoring 

Program  
Report for  
7/22/1970 



Text 



The Grand River Watershed Council -
Special Report, November 1971- 

• “The Watershed Council considers monthly sample 
data inadequate for water quality management 
purposes.  Therefore, it has developed plans, in 
cooperation with the Grand Rapids Center for 
Environmental Study, for a network of continuous 
analyzers connected to a computer in Grand Rapids for 
immediate data readout.” 

• “In order that the people within the watershed can be 
kept better informed about water quality, the 
Watershed Council is participating in a study in 
cooperation with the National Sanitation Foundation in 
Ann Arbor to establish a Water Quality Index.” 
 



The Water Quality Index (WQI) 

– An informational tool 
– Available via the media 
– Common understanding 
– Identify trends in a single body of water 
– Compare different bodies of water 
– Become a “daily household word” 
– Yardstick for measuring water quality 
– Uniform method for measuring water quality 
– Surveyed 142 water quality experts to develop WQI 





Monitoring Locations 

Grand Rapids 
WWTP 



 Grand River 
Locations 

Railroad Bridge S. 

Railroad Bridge N. 

M-11, Wilson Ave. Bridge 
 

Northland Dr. Bridge 

Wealthy St. Bridge 

Eastmanville, 
68th Ave. 

Bridge 



Tributaries 
Mill Creek 
Indian Mill Creek 
Coldbrook Storm Drain 
Silver Creek 
Buck Creek 

Rogue River 

Plaster Creek, (2 sites) 

Deer Creek 

Photos taken 4/16/2013 

 



Water Quality Index 

Water Quality Index 
Legend 

Range Quality 
90-100 Excellent 
70-90 Good 
50-70 Medium 
25-50 Bad 
0-25 Very bad 

Parameter Weight 
Dissolved oxygen 0.17 

Fecal coliform 0.16 

pH 0.11 

Biochemical oxygen demand 0.11 

Temperature change 0.10 

Total phosphate 0.10 

Nitrates 0.10 

Turbidity 0.10 

Total solids 0.07 



Grand Rapids Modified 
Water Quality Index 

Water Quality Index 
Legend 

Range Quality 
90-100 Excellent 
70-90 Good 
50-70 Medium 
25-50 Bad 
0-25 Very bad 

Parameter Weight 

Dissolved oxygen 0.18 

Fecal coliform 0.17 

pH 0.12 

Biochemical oxygen demand 0.12 

Temperature change 0.11 

Total phosphate 0.11 

Nitrates 0.11 

Turbidity – Not Measured - 

Total Suspended Solids + 
Chlorides instead of  

Total solids 
0.08 



Water Quality Index 



GR WQI vs Actual WQI 



River Run without Any Rainfall in Previous 3 Days 



River Run with Rainfall Exceeding 1” 

 



Rain Events and Water Quality 
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Grand River Locations - Fecal Coliform vs.  
4 Day Rain - 1998 thru 2012 
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Tributary Locations -  Fecal Coliform vs.  
4 Day Rain - 1998 thru 2012 
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Grand River Locations - E. coli vs  
4 Day Rain - 1998 thru 2012 
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Tributary Locations - E. coli vs  
4 Day Rain - 1998 thru 2012 



Rain Events and Water Quality Index 
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Grand River Locations - WQI vs 4 Day Rain - 1998 thru 2012 
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Tributary Locations - WQI vs. 4 Day Rain - 1998 thru 2012 



Combined Sewers 



Grand Rapids Combined Sewer Overflow History 
(Billion Gallons) 

    

    

  

 

   
    
     

  

   

    

    

  

 

   
    
     

  

   

    

    

  

 

   
    
     

  

   

Wastewater Plant  
Expansion 

2013 Flood 

Bi
lli

on
 G

al
lo

ns
 

CSO Project 
Starts  



Market Avenue Retention Basin 
(MARB) Effluent Quality 2004 – 2013 
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Water Quality Standard – 7-Day 400 colonies per 100/mL,  30-Day 200 colonies per 100/mL 
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Wastewater Treatment Plant 

 



A Watershed approach must be taken to improve water 
quality. By implementing the following programs we 
are making better water quality an integral part of our 
future:  
• Lower Grand Watershed Organization 
• Green Grand Rapids Master Plan Update 
• Sustainability Plan 
• Renewable Energy 
• Green Infrastructure Portfolio Standards 
• Energy Efficiency Projects 
• Stormwater Master Plan 
• Soil Erosion and Sedimentation Control 
• Grand River Water Quality Monitoring  
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