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BARRY COUNTY DISCOVERY REPORT 
BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

 
Danielle Schaeffner & Mark Fenton, Blue Zones LLC 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Routine, daily movement (physical activity) is a central tenet of the Blue Zones principles of a healthy 
lifestyle. This does not necessarily mean structured exercise, but in American society is often manifest 
at the population level through daily walking, bicycling, and transit use.  Four essential elements of 
healthy community design support such routine physical activity: 
 
Mixed land use patterns: Compact, mixed development with different land uses and destinations are 
intermingled and a variety of housing types and affordability are within walking, cycling, and transit 
distance, while preserving open and agricultural land.   
 
Active transportation facilities: A comprehensive and connected network of pedestrian, bicycle, and 
transit facilities, such as sidewalks, bicycle lanes, and non-motorized pathways, as well as frequent, 
quality transit service affordable to all residents. 
 
Functional site designs: Destinations and routes are designed to reward, not punish, those who arrive 
on foot, by bike and transit, such as buildings at the sidewalk, with parking on-street or behind, and 
elements such as street trees and landscaping; benches, shade structures, planters, and awnings; 
human scale lighting and way-finding; safe and appealing transit stops with cover, benches and 
schedule information; and quality, plentiful bicycle parking. 
 
Safety and access for people of all ages, incomes, physical abilities and disabilities, including quality 
street crossings (e.g. highly visible markings, countdown timers on pedestrian signals), fully ADA-
compliant design, and appropriately applied state of the art traffic calming such as curb extensions, 
median islands, roundabouts and mini-circles, and lane narrowing and reduction. 
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The Blue Zones approach to moving Barry County towards a healthier built environment entails three 
opportunity areas. They are as follows: 
 

1. Policy Elements 
a. Housing diversity and affordability; 
b. Mixed use and form-based zoning ordinances; 
c. Trail network planning; and 
d. Complete Streets policies. 

2. Capacity Building and Program Components 
a. Safe Routes to Schools capacity building; 
b. Transportation Demand Management training; and 
c. Complete Streets training and process guidance. 

3. On-the-ground Project Demonstrations in Select Communities  
 
The above are opportunity recommendations, not necessarily all needing to occur immediately or 
within the Activate framework for Barry County. In each case, Blue Zones will act as a convener of 
interdisciplinary teams, provider of resources, training, and technical assistance, and a facilitator of 
implementation. It will be the leaders and residents of Barry County and her many jurisdictions that will 
guide the specific details and goals, and employ these best practices in creating an economically robust, 
environmentally sustainable, and socially and physically healthy community. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The Discovery process in Barry County engaged community leaders and various partners to identify 
built environment strengths, opportunities and challenges. This process aimed to educate, empower 
and equip community members, local staff, and leadership to consider necessary steps to create a 
healthier built environment in Barry County. This process included: 
 

� Interviews with key stakeholders from multiple sectors including local enforcement, City 
leadership and staff, decision makers, county leadership, local planning, transit planning, the 
business community, advocacy groups, housing-focused agencies and public health. 

� Background research, including data and information focused on the regional economy, 
demographics, social determinants of health, current transportation planning efforts, and 
policy groundwork in the region. 

� October site visit, including focus groups, meetings and tours of area schools, parks, 
organizations, partnerships, and leaders across multiple sectors. 

 
This report will identify policies, practices and projects for the community to discuss and prioritize at 
the 2020 Built Environment Policy Summit. 
 
This report summarizes key findings, observations and next-step recommendations. It is intended to 
inform stakeholders and leadership leading up to and during the Built Environment Policy Summit so 
they may make informed, strategic decisions about community built environment priorities over the 
multi-year effort. 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
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In preparation for the discovery process, the built environment team ensures it has the relevant 
background information and data to align with and further the objectives of the county. 
 
While updates are needed for several, many of the plans in place set a foundation and align well with 
the goals of Activate Barry County. In the most recent countywide Community Health Improvement 
Plan, the community outlined priority opportunities for increased physical activity, including 
educational events, creating an annual campaign focused on increasing healthy active lifestyle 
awareness and creating ‘comprehensive, policy-driven approach[es] to affect positive changes in 
physical activity’.1 Additionally, the Barry County 2014 Strategic Plan outlines and highlights the vision 
of the county as it moves forward over the next 10 to 20 years. This vision includes elements such as 
bringing community together, creating opportunity for thriving businesses, becoming a premier 
recreation destination, increasing patronships and shared resources, and creating a safe and welcoming 
space.2 
 
In Barry County, three out of every four dollars that are spent on health care are due to chronic 
diseases34 and, according to the latest Community Health Needs Assessment, 32% of adults in Barry 
County between the ages of 18 and 64 report they have been told at some point that they have high 
blood pressure,5 while 68.3% of adults in Barry County report being overweight or obese.6 
 
While certain data is scarce as it relates to multimodal facilities, usage and safety, we do know that in 
2018 there were 1581 motor vehicle crashes, seven of which were fatal (total of eight fatalities), with 
276 people getting injured over the course of the year.7 Furthermore, we know that trails are a 
significant asset in the county - with miles of off-road trails - and that on road pedestrian and bicycle 
facilities, while becoming more prevalent and planned for in places such as Hastings, are largely lacking 
in most communities across the county. 
 
STRENGTHS 
 
People. The Blue Zones team had the opportunity to meet with an array of agencies, organizations, and 
individuals who are doing terrific work in support of creating healthier communities by design. County 
planning, transit and parks staff, local champions in places such as Hastings, Middleville, Delton and 
Nashville, and committed economic development staff are among the key players who are eager to 
make change in this community. The staff and community leaders of the jurisdictions and organizations 
engaged in this work county-wide will be critically important partners in making healthy design 
principles the universal norm in Barry County. 

 
1 Barry County Community Health Improvement Plan 2016-2018. 
2 Barry County 2014 Strategic Plan. 
3 Barry-Eaton Behavioral Risk Factor Survey, 2011-2013; Michigan Behavioral Risk Factor Survey, 2011. 
4 Barry-Eaton Behavioral Risk Factor Surveys, 2003-2013. 
5 Barry-Eaton Behavioral Risk Factor Surveys, 2003-2013. 
6 Barry County Community Health Improvement Plan 2016-2018. 
7 Michigan Traffic Crash Facts. Barry County 2018 Traffic Crash Data & 2014-2018 5-Year Trends. 
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Immense local pride. In the city of Hastings, towns such as Middleville and Nashville, and surrounding 
townships, there are clearly people who would like to restore healthy, sustainable centers and a real 
sense of place and identity. Many are working very hard on this already. 
 
Paul Henry-Thornapple Trail. There are some outstanding segments of this trail already in place, and 
an existing vision for linking from Nashville to Middleville, and up to Caledonia. Importantly, there is a 
dedicated group of advocates and community professionals working to make this vision a reality. These 
efforts can create a central spine from southeast to northwest across the county, but also link into a 
greater county-wide trail system, and the state trail network, such as connecting to Grand Rapids. 
 
Existing village centers. The bones for viable centers in many places already exist. These include 
Hastings, Nashville, Delton, Freeport, Woodland, and Middleville, among others. There is need for 
technical assistance, to further efforts beyond the aesthetic treatments of “brick and benches” to more 
challenging, foundational change, as mentioned in the opportunities list. However, recent multi-modal 
improvements during MDOT’s M-66/M-79 project in Nashville, including a bicycle facility on Main 
Street and Quaker Brook bridge, are fine examples of the type routine accommodation of pedestrian 
and bicycle uses that would be beneficial throughout the county, especially in and near village centers. 
 
Transportation Demand Management efforts. Thornapple-Kellogg school, among others, is pursuing  
Transportation Demand Management (TDM) efforts. The transportation coordinator there is trying to 
create - and require - walk/bike links between schools and housing subdivisions and appears ready and 
willing to utilize policy tools to change behavior (e.g. drop-off and pick-up policies, etc.). This could be a 
regional model for schools, employers, and community centers. 
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CHALLENGES 
 
Barry County has pockets that reflect the essential features of healthy design well. Hastings, 
Middleville, Nashville, Delton, Thornapple, and Freeport - among others - contain strong elements of 
current or former walkable, mixed-use development. However, the dominant form of development 
currently across the county is increasingly sprawling and focused on the movement of cars.   
 
Aversion to Hastings-centered efforts. There is strong sentiment in many communities throughout the 
county that initiatives cannot/should not be or feel Hastings-centered. The problem with this is 
Hastings is the geographic center, the center of county government, and the center of economic energy 
for the county. Furthermore, it is modeling some of the most economically robust and sustainable 
activities - focusing on mixed-use downtown, trails development, and multimodal planning - and will 
therefore need to be central to the county’s future success, while not hogging the limelight. There may 
also be a more local town-to-town competition that is complicating. 
 
Unique needs and resources amongst jurisdictions. There is broad diversity amongst the goals and 
needs of the various villages and townships of Barry County. While some communities wish to remain 
as they are, embracing a low government presence and geographic remoteness, others are eager to 
attract new residents and visitors and welcome walkable and bikeable design elements, even seeking  
bicycle and pedestrian connectivity to regional trails and other community centers.  
 
Sprawl and housing insufficiency. A low-density suburban style housing pattern is dominant and 
currently appears to be the only model for providing growing housing needs. In particular there is a 
great need for affordable housing, currently being insufficiently met by low quality, mass-produced 
tract homes, manufactured homes, and trailer homes. Many villages have more classic grid networks of 
streets and historically walkable districts, but the current trend appears to be toward a more sprawling, 
auto-dependent pattern of development. 
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Commute patterns. Roughly 70% of the employed residents commute by car out of the county for 
work. This can create challenging peak hour traffic demands on main routes, such as M-37 in the 
northwest corner of the county to Grand Rapids. Across the US it is not uncommon for local 
governments and transportation agencies to focus on adding lanes and increasing access control (e.g. 
grade separated road crossings) to such corridors as the solution to increase capacity. However, there 
are alternative approaches such as land use planning, transit and transportation demand management 
strategies, and employer programs that can also help address such issues. This is relevant not just in 
the northwest, but similar challenges are likely to evolve southwest toward Kalamazoo, southeast 
toward Battle Creek, and northeast to Lansing, and the full suite of tools must be brought to bear.  
 
Lots of school motor vehicle traffic. Even in the village centers where walking to school might be viable 
there is relatively little walking and bicycling. There is some effort in the Thornapple-Kellogg schools to 
overcome this challenge (see “strengths”), but otherwise little to no meaningful Safe Routes to School 
(SRTS) work is happening to shift behavior back to walking and bicycling for children who are close 
enough to schools to do so. 
 

 
 
Lack of urgency. Although some see the challenge of current development norms and induced traffic, 
many seem fairly comfortable with the way things are. This means there may be a lack of urgent call or 
appetite for significant policy change. Building a trail, or connection, may be favored, but changing 
fundamental zoning and related processes may be a much bigger challenge. 
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PRELIMINARY FOCUS OPPORTUNITIES FOR BLUE ZONES  
 
Blue Zones anticipates guiding Barry County toward a healthier built environment, focusing on the 
following opportunity areas. 

PLANS AND POLICIES 
 
Develop a countywide policy to reduce sprawl. This undertaking will require appropriate planning, 
ordinance creation, and restructuring of permitting practices. The County Comprehensive Plan – with 
an update on the horizon - must identify this as a priority and disallow future rezoning of agricultural 
areas into residential ones. It will be critical to identify areas for focused growth, to ensure open spaces 
remain as such, and to put ordinances in place to prohibit or at least greatly restrict extensive rezoning 
of agricultural land and/or open space into residential development. Furthermore, this will require 
decision makers to truly hold the line when exemptions are requested and not grant waivers to the 
ordinance. As relief to property owners, the county can and should explore the idea of purchasing 
development rights to reduce sprawl. 

Establish requirements for housing diversity in county and community zoning. Plans, zoning, and 
permitting can all include tools to boost housing diversity. Tools in zoning ordinance can include guiding 
the size and type of units allowed (to rent and/or own; small and micro-units; multifamily); inclusionary 
requirements; accessory dwelling units by right and by design; etc. Developing shared model zoning 
language and pursuing simultaneous adoption across jurisdictions may make it easier for communities 
to embrace such changes, and help advance the effort across the county.  

Craft a countywide transportation trail network plan. This plan should include the spine routes as well 
as local connector trails and on-street linking facilities, based on major trip generators (destinations). 
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The plan can then require, and enforce, aligned facility construction during relevant road work and 
development. Examples of this include requiring a developer to include trail connections when a 
subdivision or housing tract is being built, during development of retail or commercial property, or 
working with MDOT and local road agencies to accommodate bicycle and pedestrian facilities in trunk 
roadway design and construction. This latter is more likely to occur if accommodations are outlined in 
an existing plan. 

PROGRAMMING EFFORTS – THE PRACTICE 
 
Bring in natural partners and technical assistance. There is great opportunity to include local and 
regional partners in addition to Blue Zones expertise and support. Many of the centers could benefit 
from technical assistance and resources provided by national and Michigan Main Streets initiatives. 
Additionally, there are funding opportunities through agencies such as the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) and Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to boost resources for 
revitalization and activation efforts, including downtown redevelopment. 

Complete Streets Implementation. Middleville and the county are initiating elements of Complete 
Streets practices and policies, but continue to find challenge getting actual infrastructure on the 
ground. There is opportunity not only for these jurisdictions but for others to craft policies and better 
understand the elements of successful implementation. There is opportunity for the Blue Zones team 
to support policy development, provide technical training and resources, and build capacity through 
staff workshops, walk audits and community engagement. With the goal of policy adoption and 
implementation throughout the county, this can help drive the three primary proven areas of Complete 
Streets execution, including routine accommodation, Complete Streets requirements in all new 
construction, and in major arterial remediation and redesigns.  
  
County-wide Transportation Demand Management program. A comprehensive plan for this program 
would optimally have four distinct elements for the four geographic areas: northwest - Grand Rapids; 
southwest - Kalamazoo; southeast - Battle Creek; northeast - Lansing. The built environment team 
recommends exploring micro-transit (park and ride shuttle vans); full-scheduled buses; employer ride 
share and parking policies (e.g. free van ride, pay for parking). Additionally, partnering with out-of-
county cities and employers may help drive these efforts. 

Model Safe Routes to School initiative. Regional training and facilitation of interdisciplinary Safe 
Routes to School teams can provide a path for schools and districts to improve walk and bike facilities 
and safety, and tackle the social norms that lead to nearly 50% of students nationally being driven to 
school, and fewer than 15% walking and bicycling.8 Rather than try to do Safe Routes to Schools (SRTS) 
everywhere - including areas where there currently isn’t enough readiness - focus a concerted, 
comprehensive SRTS program in the district where school administration and transportation staff are 
already invested in this idea. Blue Zones can provide technical assistance to guide model initiatives, 
such as including students in the development of pop-up demonstrations related to drop-off and pick-
up procedures, and creating safer walking and cycling routes and infrastructure. 
 
 
 

 
8 Ham et.al., Changes in Walking & Cycling to School, 1969 to 2001, Jour. of Physical Activity & Health, 2008, 5, 205-215 
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ON-THE-GROUND PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION 
 
The following centers are candidates for focused infrastructure, economic, and social redevelopment. 
Each of these could host a pop-up or demonstration project of appropriate scale. It will be critical to 
initiate key local partnerships and leadership for each project. The existence and identification of such 
partners will be a requirement for a community to receive ongoing technical support for demonstration 
project(s), as such local investment is critical to success.  

Freeport. There is a clear need for an injection of economic energy in Freeport’s core business district, 
which is potentially walkable, if a critical mass of destinations can be re-created. It will be necessary to 
assess the local need and explore project options such as a stop on a rotating farmers market, a 
possible trail link south to Middleville and the Thornapple trail network, or a pop-up retail activity in 
the historic downtown area. 
 
Delton. With the understanding that there is a dire need for a water tower in this community at this 
time, there is an opportunity and potential funding to make a series of non-motorized transportation 
connections to Orangeville and/or Prairieville, connect pedestrian facilities to the Automobile Museum 
and the North Country Trail, and boost local walkability through improved downtown pedestrian 
facilities. A demonstration project might focus on modeling what will be needed when the school is 
ultimately rebuilt. 
 

 
 
Middleville. While this community has already done some bike and pedestrian facility work in 
downtown, and great work on the Thornapple Trail, it must continue to build and restore a residential 
density downtown that is currently lacking. This can be achieved not only though more explicit zoning 
language but also through supporting model projects. It is also important to aspire for the best possible 
outcome for future MDOT work on the M37 corridor, such as creating a gateway design at the Main 
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Street intersection; it would be an outstanding potential location for a roundabout demonstration 
project. 

 
Nashville. There has been great focus on downtown redevelopment, and substantial recent successes.  
MDOT, through community partnership, incorporated non-motorized connectivity into the recently 
completed Quaker Brook project. But there continues to be a need for more residential density in the 
downtown, as it is a driver for Main Street economic resiliency. Nashville can also work to be an anchor 
community on the Thornapple Trail system, and would benefit from more explicitly identifying the on-
street bike facility visibility and function, connecting the trail to the main business district, schools, 
park, and other destinations.  
 
Prairieville. At one time there was a village center, and the community will have to decide if restoring 
this is their goal. At very least there appears to be an opportunity for regional trail linkages to Delton 
and other nearby communities. A low-cost demonstration project might be to create an on-road shared 
pedestrian/bicycle facility to an adjoining community or destination (such as a regional park). 
 
Woodland/Lake Odessa. As there is an outstanding trail network already underway in this corner of 
the county, it may be valuable to create an on-street network that links residents (not just visitors) to 
the spine trail that is developing. The community can also explore the possibility of extending the trial 
network south to connect to Nashville, and thus tie into the Thornapple trail. Efforts to do this could 
include a demonstration project of an on-street connector to the trail. 
 

 
 
Hastings. While there is great work already underway, some critical issues must be addressed. On-
street connectors and way-finding on and to the outstanding existing spine of the trail network right in 
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town are recommended. In particular, there is need for more on road protected and buffered bike 
facilities. There is need and potential for road diets on state roads M37 and M43, with reorientation of 
the street network toward local redevelopment. Both M37 and M43 expand to five lanes approaching 
the city center, and while this requires further study, they might actually function better as three-lane 
roads. Additionally, the intersection at the entrance to Walmart, while slated for signalization, could be 
a great candidate for a roundabout. Initial construction costs might be higher, but long-term 
maintenance costs are less, roundabouts provide well-established safety and traffic calming benefits, 
and it could act as a welcoming western gateway for the community. Other opportunities lie in 
connecting residential subdivisions to one another, and to the city center as much as possible with top-
notch pedestrian and bicycle facilities. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Policies, practices, and projects need to be employed to shift the focus of design in Barry County to 
accommodate and prioritize people and place. Critical to finding solutions and bringing people together 
to do so is a strong, well-informed community, and leadership that has staying power and directs 
decisions and investments in favor of walkability, livability, and overall quality of life. The next step in 
this process, the Built Environment Summit, convenes city and county elected leadership and staff, 
state partners, business and development community, built environment committee members, 
residents, school leaders and other advocacy organizations to set the blueprint for how Blue Zones 
Activate can continue to support Barry County’s efforts toward creating a healthier built environment. 
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APPENDIX A 

People and Organizations Engaged during Assessment 
 
In sector-specific meetings and interviews over the 3 days of onsite meetings and pre-site phone calls, 
the built environment team was informed and inspired by the people below: 
 

● Jerry Czarnecki, Hastings City Manager 
● Matt Gergen, Hastings Public Services Director 
● Dan King, Hastings Community Development Director 
● Jim James, Hastings Superintendent of Streets & Construction 
● Jim McManus, Planning Director/Zoning Administrator for Barry County 
● Anne Barna, Planning, Promotion and Evaluation Director for Barry-Eaton District Health 

Department 
● Mike Bremer, Thornapple Township Supervisor 
● Catherine Getty, Planning Zoning Administrator for Thornapple Township 
● Lauren Metcalfe, Community Health Promotion Specialist 
● Wes Knollenberg, Retired Biologist from Kellogg/Delton representative 
● Sheryl Lewis Blake, retired CEO from the hospital will participate in half of the tour 
● Jon Sporer, YMCA of Barry County 
● Brian Urquhart, Planning & Zoning Administrator for the Village of Middleville 
● Eric Thompson, Office manager of Professional Code Inspections/Zoning Administrator for 

Yankee Springs Township 
● Scott Decker, Public Works Director 
● Emily Mater, Nashville resident, Steering committee member, Barry Community Foundation 

Board member 
● Pat Powers, Department of Transportation for MV Schools 
● Dave Baum, lead sponsor/owner of Hastings Fiberglass Products 
● Chelsey Foster, Commercial Bank President 
● Lani Forbes, Barry County United Way Director/First Responder/ Freeport resident 
● Mark Kolanowski, Highpoint Community Bank President/sponsor 
● Janine Dalman, Spectrum Health Pennock Foundation Director/Marketing 
● Eric Heide Principal, Northeastern Elementary School 
● Michael Brown, County Administrator 
● Dave Shinavier, IT/GIS Coordinator 
● Cindy Vujea, Economic Development Coordinator 
● Linda Maupin, Chamber Board Member/Family Support Center 
● Pat Doezema, Chamber Board Member/Greenridge Realty Managing Broker 
● Kyle Corlett, Delton Kellogg School Superintendent 
● Dan Remenap, Hastings Community Schools Superintendent 
● Robert Blitchok, Thornapple Kellogg Schools Superintendent 
● Ben Geiger, Dave Jackson 
● Dave Solmes, Barry County Road Commission Chair 
● Josh DeBruyn, MDOT Bicycle and Pedestrian Coordinator 
● Tyler Kent, MDOT Grand Region Transportation Planner 
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APPENDIX B 
Built Environment Agenda 

Monday, October 14th  
 
Morning 
9:00-10:30 

City Staff Focus Group: City Hall, 201 E. State St, Hastings 
Jerry Czarnecki- City Manager 
Matt Gergen-Public Services Director 
Dan King-Community Development Director 
Jim James- Superintendent of Streets & Construction 
 

Afternoon 
11:00-5:00 

County Windshield Tour & Walkabouts 
Lead: Jim McManus-Planning Director/Zoning Administrator for Barry County 
Anne Barna-Planning, Promotion and Evaluation Director for Barry Eaton District 
Health Department 
Mike Bremer- Thornapple Township Supervisor 
Catherine Getty- Planning Zoning Administrator for Thornapple Township 
Lauren Metcalfe- Community Health Promotion Specialist 
Wes Knollenberg- Retired Biologist from Kellogg/Delton representative 
Sheryl Lewis Blake- retired CEO from the hospital 
Jon Sporer- YMCA of Barry County 
Start: Pick up outside of Tyden Building, 121 S. Church St. 11:00am 
Freeport-Drive through 11:00-11:30 
Middleville@ 11:30am 
Attendees: 
Catherine Getty-Planning & Zoning Administrator for Thornapple Township/Chair of 
Barry County Park & Rec Board 
Mike Bremer-Thornapple Township Supervisor  
Brian Urquhart-Planning & Zoning Administrator for the Village of Middleville 
Riverdog Lunch-12:15 in Middleville 
Yankee Springs/Gun Lake: 1:30-Township Hall,248 N Briggs Rd, Middleville 
Jim McManus 
Eric Thompson-Office manager of Professional Code Inspections/Zoning 
Administrator for Yankee Springs Township 
Delton@ 2:45-Drop off: Delton Fire Barn,155 East Orchard 
Pick up: Hall 11300 M-43 Barry Township Hall 
Jim McManus- Delton School board/resident 
Wes Knollenberg- Retired biologist from Kellogg that tried to move forward with 
putting a trail in from Delton to Gilmore Car Museum 
Pierce Cedar Creek Institute-3:40-3:50 
Nashville@ 4:15 206 N. Main St. to park 
Scott Decker-Public Works Director 
Nashville portion of tour (cont.) 
Emily Mater-Nashville resident, Steering committee member, Barry Community 
Foundation Board member 
Pat Powers-Department of Transportation for MV Schools 
(Note: We can visit representative school environments in the county to get a feel 
for travel patterns and modes) 
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6:00-8:00 Dinner with key leaders: 

Janine Dalman-Spectrum Health Pennock Foundation Director/Marketing 
Marsha Bassett-Director of Operations for Spectrum Health Pennock’s Physician 
Network/Delton resident 
Don Haney-Thornapple Manor Director/EDA board chair 
Dave Baum-lead sponsor/owner of Hastings Fiberglass Products 
Chelsey Foster- Commercial Bank President 
Lani Forbes- Barry County United Way Director/First Responder/ Freeport resident 
Mark Kolanowski- Highpoint Community Bank President/sponsor 
Allison Troyer Wiswell-Activate Director 
Mark, Dani, and Debbie 

 
Tuesday, October 15th  
 
7:30-8:15 Northeastern Elementary School Drop off- 

Eric Heide Principal 
Jon Sporer 

Morning 
8:30-
10:30 

Windshield Tour of Hastings 
Jerry Czarnecki-City Manager 
Dave Tossava-Mayor of Hastings 
walking tour 8:30-9:15 
County Commissioners 9:15-10:00 (probably presenting for 10 minutes at 9:30 but they 
asked us to come a little early in case the agenda moves quickly and I thought 10 was a safe 
wrap up time to rejoin the City Manager and Mayor.) 
Transit  tour 10:00-11:00 
Rebecca Pierce may join us from the Hastings Banner 

11:30-
12:30 

County Focus Group with County staff 
(catered healthy lunch) 
HCB-2nd floor conference room, 150 W. Court St. 
Michael Brown-County Administrator 
Jim McManus-Planning & Zoning Administrator 
Dave Shinavier-IT/GIS Coordinator 
Dan Patton-Director of Charlton Park Village, Museum, & Rec Area 

1:00-2:00 Chamber/EDA focus group: BEDHD, 330 W. Woodlawn, Hastings 
Don Haney-EDA board chair/Thornapple Manor Director 
Cindy Vujea-Economic Development Coordinator 
Linda Maupin-Chamber Board Member/Family Support Center 
Pat Doezema-Chamber Board Member/Greenridge Realty Managing Broker 
Andrew Walsh-EDA Board Member/Flexfab Training and Development Coordinator 
Kim Jachim-Chamber Board Member/Owner of Advanced Stone and Tile 
Kim Martin-Business Manager for Barry County Chamber and EDA 
Mark Kolanowski-EDA Board Member/President of Highpoint Community Bank 
 

2:00-3:30 Schools -BEDHD, 330 W. Woodlawn, Hastings 
Kyle Corlett-Delton Kellogg School Superintendent 
Dan Remenap-Hastings Community Schools Superintendent 
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Robert Blitchok-Thornapple Kellogg Schools Superintendent 
 

3:45-4:15 Elected Officials Meeting -County Commissioners-BCF 
Ben Geiger, Dave Jackson 

4:15-4:45 Elected Officials Meeting -County Commissioners-BCF 
(If these slots don’t fill, we can use this time to debrief) 

4:45-5:15 Elected Officials Meeting -County Commissioners-BCF 
5:45 Dinner at Bay Pointe with Jerry Czarnecki, City Manager 
 
Wednesday, October 16th  
 
7:45-8:45 Breakfast with Planning 

Riverwalk Cafe-228 North Jefferson St, Hastings 
Brian Urquhart Village of Middleville 
Catherine Getty-Thornapple Township 
Les Raymond-Rutland Township 
Eric Thompson-Yankee Springs Township 
Rebecca Harvey- City of Hastings 
Jim McManus-Barry County 
Scott Decker- Village of Nashville 

9:00-10:00 Elected Officials Meeting  
Mailer sent to all 16 townships, 4 villages and city council 
Barry Community Foundation 

10:30-12:00 Steering & Built Environment Committee Members 
Barry Community Foundation: I was thinking perhaps 45 minutes for presentation 
and the rest of the time for Q & A 

12:30-2:00 Lunch with MDOT/Road Commission 
Dave Solmes- Barry County Road Commission Chair 
Josh DeBruyn-MDOT Bicycle and Pedestrian Coordinator 
Tyler Kent from local MDOT 

2:00-3:00 Team debrief/possible space for media interview if needed 
Dani and Mark leave by 3:30 
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APPENDIX C 
Background Documents 

 
Region and State 

o Southwest Michigan Non-Motorized Transportation Plan 
o MDOT Grand Region Regional Nonmotorized Plan 2017 
o 2020-2024 5-Year Transportation Plan 
o Guidance for Trunkline Main Streets 
o Michigan Traffic Crash Facts, Barry County 2018 Traffic Crash Data & 2014-2018 5-Year Trends 

 
Barry County 

o 2005 Master Plan  
o Parks and Recreation Plan, 2019-2023 
o 2014 Strategic Plan 
o 2008 Zoning Ordinance 
o Road Commission Requirements and Specifications for Plat Development (2009) 
o Commercial Market Analysis Report, Economic Development Alliance (EDA) 
o 2018 Impact Report, EDA 
o Barry County Community Health Improvement Plan, 2016-2018 
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BLUE ZONES FOOD POLICY 
 
WHAT IS BLUE ZONES FOOD POLICY WORK?  

Only twenty percent of our health is related to genetics; at least 70 percent can be managed 
through behaviors and the design of our community’s environment. A local food environment is 
the most important determinant of whether or not a resident will be overweight or face diet-
related chronic diseases. By designing community environments that facilitate healthy eating, 
we can meaningfully improve the health of residents. Policy and systems changes, as well as 
shifts to community infrastructure, are proven ways to move the dial on health outcomes. 

For Blue Zones communities, food policy offers an evidence-based way to make changes in 
their anchor institutions (such as schools, hospitals, parks, etc.) and/or in their local units of 
government. These policy changes are designed to ensure that residents have reliable access to 
affordable, healthy food in the places they spend time.  

The accompanying, food-focused marquee project that Blue Zones Activate communities select 
is intended to build off the assets that a community already has, creating a visible, high impact, 
lasting way to promote healthy eating in the community. 
 
WHAT’S INVOLVED IN A BLUE ZONES FOOD POLICY DISCOVERY PROCESS?  

For Blue Zones Activate communities to select the right portfolio of food policy and systems 
changes and a marquee project that best suits them and meets their needs, the Food Policy 
Discovery process provides important data and insights to guide community decision-making. 
This Food Policy Discovery Report is based on multi-method research, which includes: 

● Hear from People – Key informant interviews and focus groups with leaders 
collaboratively identified by the Blue Zones National Food Policy Expert and local Blue 
Zones staff 

● Explore the Community – A two-day site visit in the community that includes meetings 
with local leadership and tours and discussions with relevant organizations and groups 
across multiple sectors, such as public health, hunger relief, institutional foodservice, 
restaurants and food retail, elected and appointed local officials, Extension, agriculture, 
and more 

● Review What’s Known – Background research, including review of federal, state, and 
local datasets and relevant reports (such as Community Health Needs Assessment, local 
food systems publications, etc.) 

The Blue Zones Activate Barry County Food Policy Discovery assessment focused on four 
domains: 

Food Skills – To what extent and how does the community acquire the skills they need 
to prepare healthy food? 



 

3 
 
 

Food Environments – To what extent are healthy and unhealthy options available in the 
places where people spend most of their time (work, schools, community settings, etc.)? 

Food Culture – To what extent does the community have a robust local food culture and 
identity? 

Food Infrastructure – How extensive and sustainable is the community’s infrastructure 
for gardening; farmers markets; local food production, aggregation, and distribution; 
and hunger relief? 

Data and insights about these four domains generated through the Discovery process form the 
basis for describing the community’s food system, as well as related issues and opportunities. 
This report conveys these findings, accompanied by a series of potential policy and systems 
changes and marquee project options for the community to consider as part of its ‘Design’ 
process. 
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DISCOVERY FINDINGS 
 
DEMOGRAPHIC SNAPSHOT 

Barry County is a primarily rural area, composed of charming small towns, a county seat with 
many cultural amenities, and winding, hilly roads that connect these communities to each other 
and to larger, nearby cities such as Grand Rapids and Battle Creek. Outside of these 
municipalities lie a diverse agricultural landscape – from ‘big agriculture’ that produces food 
and commodities for national and international markets and smaller, more diversified 
agriculture that supplies eaters closer to home. Residents of the county and visitors alike also 
enjoy extensive outdoor recreation, from lakes to miles of hiking trails.  

As the County seat, Hastings offers a variety of cultural amenities available for the entire 
county. Thanks to generous, ongoing support from local family-run foundations, there are 
wonderful assets, like the Hastings outdoor amphitheater that provides free, public concerts on 
summer evenings. Barry County supports a variety of initiatives to benefit the public, funded 
primarily through private contributions, and is accustomed to strategic, productive 
collaboration among organizations and leaders to advance important initiatives for the 
community good. 

The Discovery process has yielded great examples from around Barry County that help the 
community stay healthy and connected to food. Today, whether it’s community gardens, 
farmers markets, grocery stores and restaurants serving up healthy options, or residents that 
still grow, can, and cook their own food, stakeholders are invested in improving access to 
healthy foods.  They recognize that to succeed, they will need to leverage the mechanisms 
available from public policy, investment and funding, agricultural technology, business strategy, 
nonprofits, community engagement, and education. 

Who is Barry County? – Barry County is primarily white, with a small and important Latino 
immigrant workforce contributing to agricultural enterprises in rural areas. As of the 2018 
United States Census, the population was 61,157.[1] Of these residents, 22% are under the age 
of 18, and 18% are over the age of 65. Barry County is overwhelmingly white, with 3% Hispanic, 
and less than 1% African American, Asian, or Native American. Nearly 80% of residents own 
their homes. 77% of residents live in an area considered “rural.” 

A current challenge facing Barry County is statewide open enrollment policies for K-12 schools, 
which draw away students residing in Barry County to schools in the larger cities that offer 
more programs and opportunities.  
 

ECONOMIC SNAPSHOT 

What Is the Economy Like? - In many parts of the county, people commute from their homes to 
jobs (and greater economic opportunity) and amenities (such as a larger array of commercial 
options and restaurants) in Grand Rapids and Battle Creek. A stable base of manufacturers 
provides good paying jobs for residents across the county. Wages in Barry County are on the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2010_United_States_Census
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2010_United_States_Census
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/barrycountymichigan
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rise, particularly in the manufacturing field due to the current competition for talent being 
driven by the low unemployment rate.1  

Agricultural-related businesses, from farms to processing facilities, also employ a number of 
residents and play an important economic role for the county. According to the US Census of 
Agriculture, there were 938 farms in Barry County, a 9% decrease since 2012. There are 1,570 
producers, 99.5% of whom are white. The majority of crops grown are ‘grains, oilseeds, dry 
beans and dry peas’, followed by ‘other crops and hay’, then nursery, greenhouse, floriculture, 
sod cultivated Christmas trees, and short rotation woody crops. Only 1% of farms produce 
organically, 10% sell directly to consumers, and 98% are family farms. The average net farm 
income as of 2017 was $34,406, a 16% decrease since 2012.  

Poverty - Challenges also exist. Poverty is an issue in Barry County, with many people struggling 
to meet basic needs, from young, single mothers to seniors in more remote rural areas. Barry 
County’s median household income is $57,312.00, slightly above the Michigan average, and on 
par with the US average2. Nearly 9% of families live below the poverty line3, but the child 
poverty rate is nearly 15%, and 43% of children qualify for free or reduced lunch4. 

The Barry County United Way released a 2019 study on the condition of Michigan’s working 
families, which it has called “ALICE” households— Asset Limited, Income Constrained, 
Employed. The report found that: 

ALICE households now make up 37% of Barry County and 43% of all Michigan 
households. Despite overall improvement in employment and gains in median 
income, 8,747 Barry County households could not afford basic needs such as 
housing, child care, food, transportation, health care and technology. The cost of 
the average Michigan family budget also increased by 27% from 2010 to 2017, 
despite a low rate of inflation nationwide—12% during the same timeframe5. 

While this study suggests that working families are struggling, over the past two years 5 of 
Barry County’s 17 townships actually lowered the number of households living below the 
survival budget. According to Travis Alden, Barry County Chamber of Commerce President, 
employers are investing in training and education in order for employees to move into the 

 
1

 United Way of Barry County.  2019, March 26. The Michigan Association of United Ways Finds Low Wages, Reduced Work 
Hours and Depleted Savings among Challenges for Michigan’s Working Families. Retrieved from: 
https://www.bcunitedway.org/37-percent-of-barry-county-households-fail-to-make-ends-meet-united-ways-alice-report-
shows/ 
2

 United States Census. Accessed Nov. 22, 2019.  Retrieved from: https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?d=ACS%205-
Year%20Estimates%20Data%20Profiles&table=DP03&tid=ACSDP5Y2017.DP03&g=0400000US26_0500000US26015&lastDisplay
edRow=144&hidePreview=true 
3

 United States Census. Accessed Nov. 22, 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/barrycountymichigan 
4

 Kids Count. Accessed Nov. 22, 2019. Retrieved from:  https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/1672-students-eligible-
for-free-or-reduced-priced-lunch#detailed/5/3751/false/37,871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133,38/any/3551,13159 
5
 United Way of Barry County.  2019, March 26. The Michigan Association of United Ways Finds Low Wages, Reduced Work 

Hours and Depleted Savings among Challenges for Michigan’s Working Families. Retrieved from: 
https://www.bcunitedway.org/37-percent-of-barry-county-households-fail-to-make-ends-meet-united-ways-alice-report-
shows/ 

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Michigan/cp26015.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Michigan/cp26015.pdf
https://www.bcunitedway.org/37-percent-of-barry-county-households-fail-to-make-ends-meet-united-ways-alice-report-shows/
https://www.bcunitedway.org/37-percent-of-barry-county-households-fail-to-make-ends-meet-united-ways-alice-report-shows/
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?d=ACS%205-Year%20Estimates%20Data%20Profiles&table=DP03&tid=ACSDP5Y2017.DP03&g=0400000US26_0500000US26015&lastDisplayedRow=144&hidePreview=true
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?d=ACS%205-Year%20Estimates%20Data%20Profiles&table=DP03&tid=ACSDP5Y2017.DP03&g=0400000US26_0500000US26015&lastDisplayedRow=144&hidePreview=true
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?d=ACS%205-Year%20Estimates%20Data%20Profiles&table=DP03&tid=ACSDP5Y2017.DP03&g=0400000US26_0500000US26015&lastDisplayedRow=144&hidePreview=true
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/barrycountymichigan
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/1672-students-eligible-for-free-or-reduced-priced-lunch#detailed/5/3751/false/37,871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133,38/any/3551,13159
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/1672-students-eligible-for-free-or-reduced-priced-lunch#detailed/5/3751/false/37,871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133,38/any/3551,13159
https://www.bcunitedway.org/37-percent-of-barry-county-households-fail-to-make-ends-meet-united-ways-alice-report-shows/
https://www.bcunitedway.org/37-percent-of-barry-county-households-fail-to-make-ends-meet-united-ways-alice-report-shows/
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higher paying positions. These opportunities for career advancements will help families move 
out from below the ALICE threshold. 
 
HEALTH, FOOD INSECURITY, AND HUNGER RELIEF IN BARRY COUNTY 

Health - Barry County is healthier overall than other Michigan counties. It ranks 11th of all 83 
counties in health outcomes and social and economic factors that influence health and 15th in 
quality of life.  Yet, there is troubling data that merits closer attention.  Barry County ranks 29th 
in health behaviors and 57th in physical environments.  

With respect to obesity, Michigan has the 19th highest obesity rate in the country, spending 
9.52% of its annual healthcare costs on obesity and diet-related issues.6,7 In Barry County, 34% 
of adults are obese, compared to the state’s 32% and the national average at 30%.  The county 
also has an adult diabetes rate of 14.7%, the 6th highest in the state.8 Barry County’s 2016-2018 
Community Health Improvement Plan identified obesity reduction, prevention, and wellness as 
their top health priorities to address.  

Healthy Eating Behaviors – New data from the Barry-Eaton Health District indicates that over 
80% of respondents in Barry County eat 2 or less servings a day of fruit and almost 70% eat 2 or 
less servings a day of vegetables. 30% of respondents indicate that cost inhibits their ability to 
purchase and consume healthy options; 41% said they eat healthy options.9 

Hunger – Food insecurity is an issue in Barry County, which research shows puts residents at 
greater risk for poor nutrition, obesity, and diet-related health outcomes. This issue is not just 
about healthy habits; hunger is complicated. Lack of full-service grocery stores and farmers 
markets in low-income areas; lack of access to reliable, affordable transportation; cost and 
quality of health items in low-income areas; overabundance of fast food and processed food 
options; and a greater exposure to junk food marketing are all factors. 10 Furthermore, 
unpredictable availability of food can lead to cycles of deprivation and overeating, accompanied 
by higher levels of stress, anxiety, and depression that can induce metabolic changes.  

Michigan experiences an overall food insecurity rate of 13.7%. Fortunately, Barry County fares 
slightly better. In 2017, Barry County experienced an overall food insecurity rate of 9.5% of the 
population. 12.9% of its children faced food insecurity, which translates to 1,740 children. 82% 
of Barry County’s food insecure children are income eligible for federal nutrition programs 
because their households are at or below 185% of the federal poverty line. 18% of Barry 

 
6 Biener, Adam; Cawley, John; and Meyerhoefer, Chad (2018). The Impact of Obesity on Medical Care Costs and Labor Market 

Outcomes in the US, Clinical Chemistry. 64:1, pp. 108-117. 
Http://clinchem.aaccjnls.org/content/64/1/108/tab-figures-data 
7 World Population Review. Accessed Nov. 22, 2019. Retrieved from: http://worldpopulationreview.com/states/most-obese-
states/ 
8

 Center for Disease Control. Accessed Nov. 22, 2019. Retrieved from: https://gis.cdc.gov/grasp/diabetes/DiabetesAtlas.html 
9

 Barry-Eaton Health District. 2019. Barry-Eaton Behavioral Risk Factor Survey 2017-2019 raw dataset. 
10 Food Research and Action Center (FRAC), Why Low Income and Food Insecure People are Vulnerable to Poor Nutrition and 

Obesity, accessed at http://frac.org/obesity-health/low-income-food-insecure-people-vulnerable-poor-nutrition-obesity. 

http://clinchem.aaccjnls.org/content/64/1/108/tab-figures-data
http://worldpopulationreview.com/states/most-obese-states/
http://worldpopulationreview.com/states/most-obese-states/
https://gis.cdc.gov/grasp/diabetes/DiabetesAtlas.html
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County’s children are ineligible for federal nutrition programs because their families or 
caregivers earn more than 185% of the federal poverty line but still face economic hardship.11  

A Feeding America affiliated entity, the South Michigan Food Bank supplies a significant amount 
of food to the entire county. Food pantries and congregate dining programs receive donated 
food, USDA commodity food (TFAP) and are also able to purchase a variety of foods from the 
food bank to feed area residents. Community partners contribute money and food items to this 
network of food pantries across the county, which include:  

● First United Methodist Church 

● Hastings Green Street United Methodist Church 

● Delton Faith United Methodist Church 

● Middleville United Methodist Church 

● Dowling Country Chapel United Methodist 

● Orangeville Baptist Church  

● Orangeville Community Outreach 

● Manna’s Market 

● Thornapple Valley Church 

● Lakewood Community Council  

● Barry County Veterans Affairs  

There are also soup kitchens and free dinners at Community Meal and Gun Lake Community 
Church. The Hastings Food Pantry is a ‘choice’ food shelf offering shelf stable and perishable 
items, including fruits and vegetables, animal products, and canned and boxed items. An 
independent organization, hosted by a local church, the food pantry serves low income 
members of the community.  

In addition, Barry County Meals on Wheels and Barry County Senior Choice Meal Program  
serve seniors in need. The Senior Choice Program was created to supplement the availability of 
meals served by the Barry County Commission on Aging to senior citizens of the county not 
served every day by a senior dining center. It provides low cost meals in select restaurants at a 
cost share price of $3 each with a maximum of four restaurant meals per month.  The 
Community Supplemental Food Program, run by Barry County Community Action, provides 
seniors over 60 with 12-15 days of nutritious meals. And, the Emergency Food Assistance 
Program provides households at or below 200% of the federal poverty level food every three 
months.  

The United Way sponsors the Fresh Food Initiative in partnership with the South Michigan Food 
Bank. The program is a hunger relief program serving anyone in need, hosted by Green Street 
United Methodist Church, with regularly scheduled food giveaways that include stable and 

 
11

 Feeding America. Accessed Dec. 19, 2019. Retrieved at 

https://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2017/overall/michigan/county/barry 

http://www.barrycounty.org/commission_on_aging_new/meals_on_wheels.php
http://www.barrycounty.org/commission_on_aging_new/senior_choice_meal_program.php
https://caascm.org/menus/commodities.html
https://caascm.org/menus/commodities.html
https://caascm.org/index.html
https://caascm.org/menus/commodities.html
https://caascm.org/menus/commodities.html
https://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2017/overall/michigan/county/barry
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perishable options. The South Michigan Food Bank has worked hard in recent years to decrease 
the availability of unhealthy options and increase the availability of healthy options throughout 
the hunger relief system.  

Hunger relief providers report mixed perspectives on the current status of availability and 
resources. Some food pantries indicate that they have the resources and food they need to 
provide for the residents they serve, while others indicate that their very tight budgets mean 
they cannot purchase all the healthy items they would like to distribute to their program 
participants. Cold storage and adequate equipment are another set of challenges for some 
programs, who lack the space and infrastructure to provide healthy options at their preferred 
scale. 

Focus group participants suggest that some rural areas of the county need more access to 
mobile hunger relief resources, but face access challenges given the low population density. 
The South Michigan Food Bank would like to start a mobile food pantry, which could be aligned 
with food policy recommendations for Barry County. 
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BARRY COUNTY’S FOOD ENVIRONMENT 

Barry County residents get their food in a variety of places–within and beyond county 
boundaries, depending on where they live, what they’re looking for, and how much they want 
to spend. There is a robust culture around food, with deep appreciation and support for locally 
grown items, many of which are sold directly on the farm or at the end of peoples’ driveways 
across rural areas of the county. 

Restaurants - There are 23 fast food restaurants and 
31 full-service restaurants. In the category of fast 
food prevalence, Barry County is doing much better 
than the national average, with 30% fewer outlets 
per capita.12  

There are numerous full-service dining options that 
offer locally sourced and from scratch food – popular 
options for local diners. Conveniently located in 
town centers across the County, there is a strong 
culture of good food. While many of the options 
could be healthier, there is support and interest in 
the community for a robust culinary sector. 

Food trucks are in the mix around the county. Some 
are locally owned, while others travel from the larger 
cities to provide for customers in downtown areas 
for special events. Some interviewees report that 
restrictive ordinances in Hastings inhibit the 
potential of food trucks as a food and cultural 
amenity for the community. 

Grocery Stores - According to the USDA ERS, there 
are no official “food deserts” in Barry County.13 The 
county has one grocery supercenter, ten 
supermarkets spread throughout the county, and a 
health food grocery store in Hastings featuring local products. There are also 5 convenience 
stores and 22 gas stations14, some that offer grocery sections with healthy food options. 

 
12 United States Census Bureau, County Business Patterns data. 2016. Available via a saved search on the U.S. Census Bureau’s 

American FactFinder at: https://factfinder.census.gov/bkmk/table/1.0/en/BP/2016/00A1/0100000US|0500000US26015/naics~
445110|44512|447110|452910|722511|722513 
13 United States Agriculture Department. Accessed Nov. 22, 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-

products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx 
14

 United States Census Bureau, County Business Patterns data. 2016. Available via a saved search on the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
American FactFinder at: https://factfinder.census.gov/bkmk/table/1.0/en/BP/2016/00A1/0100000US|0500000US26015/naics~
445110|44512|447110|452910|722511|722513 

According to the United States Centers 
for Disease Control, a food 
environment is: 

The physical presence of food that 

affects a person’s diet, 

A person’s proximity to food store 

locations, 

The distribution of food stores, 

food service, and any physical entity 

by which food may be obtained, or 

A connected system that allows 

access to food. 

The food environment is also known as 
the community food environment, 
nutritional food environment, or local 
food environment. The retail food 
environment includes the community 
level (e.g., presence and locations of 
food stores, markets, or both) and the 
consumer level (e.g., healthful, 
affordable foods in stores, in markets, 
or in both).  

(Centers for Disease Control,  
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyplaces/he

althtopics/healthyfood/general.htm) 

 

 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx
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However, most options at convenience stores and gas stations in the county remain snack and 
junk foods.  

A national innovator, Family Fare grocery in Hastings, is implementing a powerful, new 
approach to partnering with healthcare organizations and offering healthy options, custom 
signage, mobile apps, online recipes, shopping lists, and a labeling system that will help people 
with diet-related diseases and associated dietary recommendations from their healthcare 
provider, consume healthy options. This large store offers a diverse array of plant-based meals, 
organically and locally grown produce, and numerous healthy items. 

Site visit interviews yielded two important insights about grocery access, both of which focused 
on Hastings. The first issue was raised by a management representative for one of the area 
large grocery stores. Many of these stores are located on a very busy street with limited 
pedestrian access. For walkers living on the other side of the street, it is very difficult to easily 
and safely cross for easy access to the grocery stores on Broadway Avenue. In downtown 
Hastings, city elected leadership suggested that people without access to their own vehicles do 
not have an easily accessible food retail option within walking distance of one side of 
downtown. 

Farmers Markets and Farmstands - Nestled at the edge of the park in the middle of downtown, 
the Hastings farmers market is open on Wednesdays and Saturdays from May-October. Many 
vendors sell value added products such as baked goods and honey. There are more produce 
vendors at the Saturday market. The market accepts SNAP/EBT, WIC Project FRESH and offers a 
market bucks program for low-income shoppers.  

Middleville hosts a 
Market on Main 
farmer’s market, 
which also runs 
from May until 
October, and they 
are able to accept 
all food assistance 
programs. This 
market is currently 
undergoing re-
evaluation, 
determining if it will 
expand its food 
offerings or remain 
a primarily crafts-
oriented market. 
Yankee Springs, located near a popular recreation area, also has a smaller farm stand with 5 
vendors, open on weekends. They do not accept any food assistance programs.  

http://mifma.org/farmers-markets/hastings-farmers-market/
https://www.villageofmiddleville.org/farmers-market/
https://www.villageofmiddleville.org/farmers-market/
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A local restaurant owner opened a new farm stand for summer 2019, which has proven to be a 
popular stop for locals and day-trippers alike. Located near recreational areas of the county, 
they source local and high-quality produce from area distributors. There is a rich mix of 
grassroots farm stands throughout the county, with people selling produce, meat, and dairy 
products such as eggs, and other products like honey, jams, and more. This reflects the 
agricultural heritage and culture of the region and is a definite asset for the County. Many 
consumers will buy products direct from the farm, as community supported agriculture shares 
or will order specific products ahead of the growing season for special occasions like 
Thanksgiving or canning. 

Gardens – Gardening is a big deal in Barry County. A lot of people do it and it is a high visibility, 
popular activity. The public gardening infrastructure across the county is truly something to be 
proud of: 

Barry Community Foundation Gardens – A partnership of 4H, Extension, local public schools, 
and the Barry Community Foundation, students work with Extension staff and a local 
restaurant owner and culinary educator to plant and harvest edibles that they then prepare 
in the commercial training kitchen located onsite at the Barry Community Foundation in 
Hastings. 
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Delton Community Garden – A collaborative effort between Extension, the local health 
clinic, and the elementary school, providing garden and nutrition education throughout the 
school year and summer for 
students. 

Extension Gardens – New 
raised bed gardens located 
just outside the Extension 
offices in downtown Hastings, 
these beds produce 
organically grown, unique 
varieties of vegetables 
available for the community to 
pick and try. This effort is led 
by two Extension educators. 
There are a total of three 
community gardens 
throughout the county 
assisted by Extension.  

Hastings Food Forest – 
Situated in a large riverfront 
park on the edge of town that 
includes a bikeable/walkable 
path that goes into downtown, 
this food forest contains 
numerous fruit and nut trees 
designed to serve as a 
sustainable source of healthy 
food for anyone in the community. Numerous community residents have worked to gain 
city council approval, access to a site, and obtain and plant trees. They intend to plan many 
more in the coming years and anticipate that the trees will begin to generate significant 
food within three years.  

Other Community Assets – The Circle Pines Center located in Delton, uses their organic orchard 
and garden to supply fresh produce for their activities. Facilities include a dining hall, kitchen, 
offices, library, meeting rooms, heated accommodations and an outdoor wood-fired pizza oven. 
Their 3-day Buttermilk Jamboree features social options, local food vendors, craft beer and 
wine, with sponsorship from nearly 60 community and regional organizations and businesses as 
well as many local and regional tourists.  Staff members work hard to provide delicious and 
nutritious meals from scratch using primarily local and organic ingredients. They source camp 
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food from over 15 local farm families in Southwest Michigan. Meat dishes are prepared using 
pasture fed and humanely raised animals.”15 

The Pierce Cedar Creek Institute is a Blue Zones partner and environmental learning center and 
biological research station serving nearby colleges and universities outside of Hastings, with 
onsite catering that emphasizes healthy, local, and organic foods. 

Large, regional agricultural producers raise poultry and dairy products and sell via local grocers 
and at their roadside stores, which are a popular source of food for county residents. 

Based in Battle Creek, the Sprout Food Hub sources and aggregates locally grown and locally 
processed value added products, which it sells wholesale to stores and restaurants and also 
offers a direct-to-consumer ‘box’ option, where customers can order online regularly, select 
local, healthy products, and have them delivered directly to their worksite or other location. 
The Food Hub is moving in the near future to downtown Battle Creek, intending to open a small 
retail shop and restaurant in addition to its wholesale enterprise. 

Food Skills Opportunities – Hunger relief programs, Extension, and the local high school alike 
offer numerous opportunities for people to learn healthy eating skills. Cooking classes, recipe 
provision, and food sampling are provided at area hunger relief programs. Extension offers 
nutrition education classes that include healthy eating and food preparation throughout the 
county to low-income residents. The local high school provides a culinary education track that 
uses the ProSmart curriculum, with a teaching kitchen located in the community foundation 
offices and raised bed gardens that yield produce for culinary students to use in their classes. 
These students are a valuable and growing part of the local workforce focused on food and 
health. 

CHALLENGES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND POTENTIAL POLICY PRIORITIES 

Blue Zones Activate communities identify a portfolio of evidence-based food policy priorities 
designed to move the dial on community health outcomes, as well as a high-profile marquee 
project intended to leave a lasting, visible impact on the community. Barry County’s Blue Zones 
Discovery process yielded several promising opportunities designed to address key challenges, 
promote economic prosperity, support the economic and cultural aspects of the County’s 
agricultural character, and foster healthier food environments on communities across the 
county. 

The below table describes challenges surfaced through the Discovery process, accompanied by 
strategic opportunities and related policy strategies for consideration at the 2020 Blue Zones 
Barry County Food Policy Summit. 

 

 

 
15 Circle Pines Center. Accessed Dec. 9, 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.circlepinescenter.org/community-events/#values 

https://www.circlepinescenter.org/community-events/#values
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PROPOSED FOOD POLICY PRIORITIES FOR BARRY COUNTY 

Challenge Opportunity  Policy Strategies Notes 
Pedestrian access to two 
major grocery stores in 
Hastings is a challenge for 
people living on the 
opposite side of Broadway 
Avenue  

Grocers (Aldi and Family 
Fare) in Hastings are 
interested in improving 
pedestrian access across 
Broadway Avenue. 

 

1. Improve pedestrian 
crossing options to Aldi 
and Family Fare in 
Hastings. 

 

There is a policy and 
access gap when it comes 
to the hunger relief system 
for some residents of the 
County   

The regional food bank 
would like to pilot a mobile 
food pantry and is willing to 
explore adding routes to 
underserved areas of the 
county. 

There is a track record of 
goodwill and collaboration 
among hunger relief 
programs. 

2. Coordinate open hours 
for food pantries 
across the county 

3. Increase mobile food 
delivery options in 
remote rural areas 

4. Create healthy 
procurement 
guidelines for regional 
food bank and food 
pantries 

These strategies 
address 
communities across 
rural Barry County 
and Hastings 

The Spectrum Health 
Pennock which serves 
Barry County can do more 
to strengthen the 
healthfulness of its food 
environment, including 
expansion of plant-based 
and locally grown offerings 

The Spectrum Health 
Pennock in Hastings is 
working on improving and 
remodeling their foodservice 
infrastructure. 

 

5. Create and implement 
healthy food 
procurement policy for 
the Spectrum Health 
Pennock  

6. Provide GAPS training 
for farmers to ensure 
their eligibility for farm 
to institution programs 

 

Schools in the county can 
do more to expand plant-
based offerings, 
particularly those grown 
nearby 

The Thornapple/Kellogg 
school district is interested in 
a comprehensive, creative 
approach to improving 
school foodservice, student 
and family food skills, and 
the school food 
environment, including more 
plant-based and farm to 
institution offerings 

Spectrum Health has 
identified a goal to partner 
with a local school on 
improving the school health 
environment 

7. Create and implement 
healthy food 
procurement policy for 
the Thornapple/ 
Kellogg school district 

8. Develop and sustain a 
food skills initiative at 
the Thornapple/ 
Kellogg school district 
that includes 
gardening and cooking 
for children and 
families. 

 

The school 
foodservice director 
for Thornapple/ 
Kellogg school 
district is eager to 
implement this 
proposed effort. 

Farm to school can 
include produce 
grown in school 
gardens and 
processed in school 
kitchens for use 
during the school 
year 
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Establishing a Barry County Food Policy Council 

Blue Zones Activate communities are required to establish a food policy council as part of their 
portfolio of food-related efforts. The Discovery process surfaced shared interest across sectors 
and players to establish such a body. When affiliated with local government entities, food policy 
councils provide a meaningful, permanent pathway for establishing, implementing, and 
sustaining policy and systems changes that increase access to healthy food and support a 
robust food culture for the community.  

In the case of Barry County and in consultation with local leadership, the Blue Zones National 
Food Policy Expert recommends creating a multi-jurisdictional food policy council that includes 
interested city, villages and township governments across the county and hosted by an 
organization well suited to working and advancing policy across multiple jurisdictions. Site visit 
interviews with local elected officials revealed an openness to working across municipal and 
township governments to ensure food policy effectively and meaningfully reaches and benefits 
all residents in every community across the county.  

Discovery interviews with regional food systems experts in Michigan at the state level 
enthusiastically support this development in Barry County, indicating the benefits of affiliation 
with the Michigan Food Policy network which, in turn, opens the door for technical assistance, 
seed funding, and mentorship and networking opportunities. Aligning with other food policy 
councils presents the opportunity to advance state-level legislative policies of interest to local 
leaders in Barry County, such renewed effort to increase state funding for school meals by 
$0.10/meal. 

Additional Projects for Consideration 

One message that came through loud and clear from the Discovery process was the need to 
ensure fairness and reach of chosen projects–an approach that would benefit the entire county, 
rather than just one geographic area. This expectation has become a strategic design principle 
for the approach to project selection. During the Discovery site visit, the Blue Zones National 
Food Policy Expert met with representatives from multiple municipalities and sectors, focusing 
on the county’s economic development.  

Possible scenarios for additional projects emerged from the Discovery process that could be 
bundled together or decoupled, depending upon community priorities, feasibility, and 
resources: 

1. Develop a Network of Agritourism Opportunities across Barry County – The County 
features a rich, diversified array of locally grown healthy options, with vendors of all 
sizes. Developing and promoting an established route through country roads across 
the county to roadside stands, farmers markets, restaurants, breweries, orchards, 
and other venues that feature healthy options, reached by bicycle, walking, 
motorcycles, and car traffic would be an economic draw, promote healthy eating 
and local agriculture, and put Barry County on the map as a hub of food culture. This 



 

16 
 
 

potential project is not intended to replace the current “Arts and Eats Program” 
which has proven to be a successful endeavor for the community. Further discussion 
by key stakeholders would include consideration of how these projects might 
complement one another.   

2. Reinvigorate and Relaunch the Middleville Farmers Market - The Middleville 
farmers market is undergoing an organizational transition due to the loss of farmer 
vendors and a growing 
presence of non-food craft 
vendors. Housed in a 
beautiful public pavilion, a 
reinvigorated Middleville 
farmers market could 
provide a healthy food 
amenity for the 
community and a local 
food destination for 
people passing through, 
featuring diverse healthy 
food options including locally grown produce and prepared items. 

3. Erect a Food Hall in Downtown Hastings - A food hall in downtown Hastings, located 
in an historic building near the farmers market in the charming town square, near 
the public amphitheater, other locally owned restaurants and shops, and adjacent to 
the bike trail that runs along the river to the food forest, offers an ideal location for 
such a multi-faceted enterprise.  

This food hall could offer diverse, locally grown and processed products, including 
fresh produce, locally brewed cider and beer, value added products based on 
healthy food crops raised nearby, and a mix of retail and restaurants to promote the 
local food economy and foster a culture of health for the community. 

In discussing this opportunity with Rich Pirog, Director of the Michigan State 
University Center for Regional Food Systems, indicated that The Michigan Economic 
Development Corporation (MEDC) has a value-added regional food system project 
portfolio. Michigan has been a significant recipient of federal grants, and a “food 
hall” project would be eligible. Dr. Pirog offered to connect the community to the 
right person at MEDC. Importantly, MEDC recently funded a food hall in Grayling, 
MI, which would be an excellent place to visit as Barry County considers their own 
potential project. 

 
Undertaking this multi-faceted economic development initiative would build economic 
prosperity and advance health outcomes throughout the county, while raising its visibility and 
viability for further investment and development in the health, nutrition, and well-being space, 
attracting the County’s own residents in addition to visitors from surrounding cities. 
 

https://www.michiganbusiness.org/industries/agribusiness/
https://www.michiganbusiness.org/industries/agribusiness/
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Barry County stakeholders will have the opportunity to review and consider all potential 
projects listed in this document at the upcoming Food Systems Summit.  This summit will allow 
stakeholders the opportunity to collaborate with Blue Zones experts and discuss the best path 
forward to promote a culture of health and healthy eating, create appealing opportunities for 
economic development, and support county-wide advocacy for improved food systems.   
 
 

CONCLUSION 

The site visit for the Barry County Food Policy Discovery process surfaced wide-ranging support 
for the Blue Zones effort, as well as enthusiasm for a diverse array of food systems-related 
initiatives and opportunities. To be sure, there are tensions among various players and 
organizations, as is the case in any community. But the community is open to change, works 
strategically across sectors, organizations, and anchor institutions to get effective work 
accomplished on behalf of the community. As the mayor of Hastings said, “This is a 
conservative community, but we are open-minded to making positive, strategic change that 
benefits the community.” This sentiment was echoed by the Middleville village manager, who 
suggested that positive, proactive cooperation was possible across a variety of projects related 
to food, health, and agriculture. 

Local organizations are committed to and focused on healthy eating. The Barry County Health 
Department has identified healthy and safe food as a core strategic priority. 
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