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Introduction of the Black Greater Grand Rapids COVID-19 

platform 
 

 

This position paper was commissioned by Black Impact Collaborative (BIC), a group of 

organizations formed to identify and illuminate the needs of Black people in Greater Grand 

Rapids in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond.  BIC was convened and is being 

powered by the Institute of Ubuntu (IOU), a 501(c)(3) think tank focused on enhancing the lives 

of people of African descent in Grand Rapids, Michigan, by cultivating community and healing; 

and promoting intellectual, cultural, and thought leadership. 

 
Incorporated in 2017, IOU has been in the background, planning to launch on Juneteeth 2020. 

However, months before the launch could take place, COVID-19 hit the world, 

disproportionately impacting the Black community nationally, and in Grand Rapids, to such an 

extent that IOU was catapulted to the fore to galvanize Black leadership in Greater Grand Rapids 

to create a collective response.  BIC is a collective of leaders across organizations led by and 

serving African Americans in Greater Grand Rapids.  BIC has been meeting daily since April 

25th in response to COVID-19, working to gather information on what leaders are hearing and 

seeing; how they are positioned and responding to the crisis; and the nature of their ongoing, 

immediate, and long-term needs.  This group of leaders is committed to moving in solidarity and 

collective support of the Black community, and the short- and long-term needs of Black Greater 

Grand Rapids (BGGR).  The vision is to garner the human and financial resources necessary to 

maintain a thriving, safe, and whole BGGR during COVID and beyond.    
 

We are all aware that COVID-19 did not create the current disparities, but these disparities were 

illuminated and magnified, mostly to those working in and across systems, and not so much to 

families and community members experiencing them.  The City of Grand Rapids has been 

lauded as one of the best places to live in the country; one of the safest places to live; the best 

place to live in Michigan; one of the cheapest places to live; and one of the best places to live for 

quality of life.  However, the data also shows that not everyone has access to that level of 

“best.”  In a city and region with so much progress, prosperity, and access, that same level of 

opportunity and outcomes has not been realized for BGGR. 
 

BGGR has often experienced abysmal conditions.  This is no accident.  These issues trace back 

far before the current pandemic.  And, in fact, the makings for these conditions were baked into 

the nation’s founding, our DNA, and carry forward today in the form of structural racism.  In 

Grand Rapids, that has been made manifest through the use of managerial racism, which has 

been crystallized in the governance of Black people and poverty in Grand Rapids. According to 

MLIVE “The ward with Grand Rapids’ highest concentration of black residents has the 

lowest amount of investment [by the City].” For instance, data from 2017 notes a full 73% 

of Black Grand Rapidians are not able to afford to meet their basic needs of food, including 

water, shelter, utilities and clothing, with 5% of those unable to meet them at all, compared to 

52% of whites. 73% of Black Grand Rapidians earn less than $30,000/year, more than any other 

group, including whites, based on 2017 data.  39% of Blacks in Grand Rapids have a high school 

diploma or less, compared to 19% of Whites.  63% percent disagree or strongly disagree with 

having access to enough fruits and vegetables.  22% percent of African Americans feel 

somewhat or very unsafe in their neighborhoods, compared to 9% of Whites.  
 

While the aforementioned data is a snapshot from 2017, more recent data collected by 

organizational leaders serving the Black community, in response to COVID-19, found that of 

244 respondents, rent and utilities were named as their top two needs (60.2% and 53.7% 

respectively).  Food is ranked third as a need in the Black community, at almost 42%.  Last, 
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cleaning and hygiene supplies ranked fourth at 29.5%.  Out of the 244 respondents, only 99 

provided their zip codes, with those in most need living in 49507, followed by 49508 and 49503 

respectively, and spanning Grand Rapids, Kentwood, and Wyoming.  According to the Kent 

County Health Department COVID-19 Dashboard, African Americans represent about 18.5% of 

COVID-19 cases; however, over 50% identify as “other” or “unknown,” leaving questions about 

increased cases within the Black community in Greater Grand Rapids. 

 
Hence, the formation and collective work of the BIC is working together to share those needs 

with one another, legislators, nonprofits, businesses, philanthropic organizations, and others to 

reduce the negative impact of the pandemic, to mitigate against pre-COVID-19 conditions, and 

increase positive outcomes for Black people.  
 

From that standpoint, BIC shares a set of 7 Impact Areas that we implore leaders across Kent 

County and the State of Michigan to use as they are making decisions about how to respond to 

COVID-19 now and about the future for BGGR. We have summarized those impact areas below 

and expound upon each of them throughout this document: 

 

 
        
 
  

7 IMPACT AREAS 
1. Establish a Black Impact Collaborative COVID-19 Response 

Fund for Black Greater Grand Rapids  
 

2. Develop a responsive communications platform for Black 
Greater Grand Rapids 
 

3. Ensure the health and well-being of Black Greater Grand 
Rapids              
 

4. Ensure economic security for Black Greater Grand Rapids 
 

5. Ensure positive educational outcomes for Black children and 
youth of Black Greater Grand Rapids 
 

6. Ensure that Black Greater Grand Rapids persons who are 
incarcerated are protected and have the supports for 
reintegration  
 

7. Ensure the Black elders of Black Greater Grand Rapids are 
cared for, safe and protected 
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Establish a COVID-19 Response Fund for Black 

Greater Grand Rapids 
 

As the numbers roll in, statistics continue to show that Black communities are among the hardest 

hit amidst this pandemic. Therefore, we see a need to provide resources as well as create a short-

term fund as a response.  These resources should inform individuals of pertinent and necessary 

information for their successful navigation through this crisis, while the fund should provide 

financial resources directly to Black people, giving families and businesses the financial security 

they need. 
 

COVID-19 has illuminated the pre-existing health and financial vulnerabilities significantly 

impacting the Black community.  In this moment of growing uncertainty, we find ourselves 

experiencing the manifestations of structural racism across multiple systems simultaneously.  It 

is not that these inequities are new as a result of COVID-19.  In fact, these manifestations of 

inequity have been felt by Black people for generations.  But COVID-19 has exacerbated and 

added to existing inequities. 
 

Black people make up a disproportionate share of those affected by the virus in Kent County.  

While Black residents comprise roughly 10.5% of Kent County’s total population, they 

accounted for 18.9% of cases according to Kent County COVID-19 Dashboard, and likely more, 

given the percentage of unreported race statistics.  In addition, Black people overwhelmingly 

represent those considered “essential” in the workforce.  
 

Black-led and Black-serving organizations in Greater Grand Rapids have been on the frontlines, 

prior to COVID-19, serving the BGGR community, and they will continue to lead post-COVID-

19 because they are essential to the wellbeing of the communities they serve.  As these 

organizations respond, many of them will be made more financially vulnerable as they struggle 

to respond and expand their services to meet community needs.  This is a space where BIC seeks 

to intervene.  
 
BIC is proposing the establishment of the Black Impact Collaborative COVID-19 Response 

Fund to support and amplify relief efforts serving the Black community.  This Fund is designed 

specifically to meet the needs of Black people, needs which they designate in and on their own 

terms.  Such self-determination by Black people has been shown necessary, particularly because 

Black people are continually left out of opportunities and denied resources (i.e. testing, PPP, 

PPE, etc.).  The BIC COVID-19 Response Fund will focus on food assistance, rent and utilities 

support, personal protective equipment and supplies, support to Black businesses, and other 

immediate needs arising from COVID-19, as follows: 
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1. Food Assistance- Food security organizations will partner with BIC to: 

a. Ensure culturally relevant foods are provided to Black families 

b. Set up satellite sites in areas of Kent County with large populations of Black 

people to ease transportation constraints for Black families 

c. Review eligibility requirements to remove extra burdens on families 

 

2. Rent and Utilities Support 
a. Assist families with rent and utility payments (including wi-fi) during periods 

with “Stay-At-Home” orders 

b. Mitigate against evictions at the conclusion of “Stay-At-Home” policies that put 

a moratorium on rent payments 

c. Advocate to ensure that Black families are not being exploited by landlords 

 

3. Personal Protective Equipment and Supplies 
a. Ensure that Black families have appropriate grade masks (though not N95, as 

they are reserved for health care workers) to give them optimal protection 

b. Support organizations that are providing care packages to Black families in need 

of PPE and cleaning supplies 

c. Contract with Black-owned businesses who are making PPE 

 

4. Support to Black Businesses 
a. Provide information, resources, and relief for business owners 

 

5. Support Recently Released Incarcerated Persons due to COVID-19 
a. Provide aid for addiction, mental health, and trauma-informed services 

 

6. Support Grieving Families 
a. Financial assistance to families with burial costs 

b. Equip families with technology to have virtual funeral and memorial services 
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Develop a responsive communications platform 

for Black Greater Grand Rapids 
 

What has become glaringly apparent is the lack of existing data about the Black experience in 

Kent County.  This lack of data impacts the Black community’s ability to effectively 

communicate what it needs the most, but also to appreciate cultural assets within the community.  

Lack of data has also hindered the ability of Black people to speak back to the structural and 

system inequities that have been long-standing and continue to be perpetuated through policy. 

The impact has been damning for the Black community, particularly in the age of COVID-19.  

For that reason, BIC is proposing the development of robust communications platforms. 

As a first step, a website will be developed to serve as a primary hub of information and 

resources that support and serve Black people in Kent County.  It's currently being called “4-1-

1” and will allow BIC to feature blog stories and articles related to the seven aforementioned 

Impact Areas, provide COVID-19 updates, and share relevant local or national news updates that 

impact the Black community.  The site will also solicit the experiences of users to get real-time 

input from Black residents across Kent County. 

BIC is being intentional about the design of the site for easy navigation for users of all ages and 

for use across devices, while meeting all ADA website requirements.  

BIC is also seeking to develop a 24-hour hotline that provides two-way communication for 

BGGR to get questions answered and the resources they need, while sharing concerns and ideas 

about their personal experience in Greater Grand Rapids. These tools will be one-stop hubs of 

information for BGGR. We are seeking funding to staff and to develop these much needed tools. 
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Ensure the health and well-being of Black 

Greater Grand Rapids 
 

Black people make up about 14% of Michigan’s population, yet 31% of COVID-19 cases, and 

40% of COVID-19 related deaths.  In Kent County, Black people represent about 10.5% of the 

population, but at least 18.7% of COVID-19 cases (though there is a significant number of cases 

where race is “unknown”), with no data on the exact percentage of Black deaths by COVID-19. 

  
The 2017 Kent County Health Needs Assessment (CHNA) revealed significant disparities 

related to mental health outcomes among communities of color, as well as among those who 

identified as having a lower annual household income. According to this survey, those with an 

annual income of $35,000 or less were more likely to report experiencing ACES (adverse 

childhood experiences). These experiences have been shown to have correlations between 

trauma and diagnoses of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). In terms of self-reported mental 

and emotional health, African Americans and those who are multiracial were more likely to 

report poorer mental and emotional health compared to other racial groups. In addition, those 

who reported having lower household income also reported having poorer mental and emotional 

health compared to those with higher household incomes. Not only did people among these 

populations identify having poorer mental and emotional health, but they also identified having 

less of an ability to identify signs and symptoms of mental illness that required professional help 

in themselves and others.  
  
The significant exposure of African Americans to the Coronavirus is having, and is likely to 

continue to have, lasting effects on their mental health.  In order to begin to address the 

traumatic stress accompanying this unprecedented medical crisis, there must be greater attention 

and resources devoted to increasing access to quality mental health services across the life cycle 

– regardless of one’s ability to pay for services. A failure to do so will lead to increased 

disparities and long-term social and economic costs within African American communities. 

 
It has been widely accepted across the country that the Black community has been 

disproportionately impacted by COVID-19; however, according to the National Academy of 

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, the data is not robust enough to support an appropriate 

response that results in health equity for the Black community.  The lack of robust data is also 

bearing true in Kent County.  As we continue to push for more accurate, disaggregated and 

robust data, BIC is proposing the following recommendations: 

 

 

1. TESTING SITES EXPANSION – An immediate expansion of testing sites throughout 

the community, but especially in 49507 and 49508 zip codes, where incidents of positive 

COVID-19 cases are of the highest in the County. There are existing clinical facilities in 

49507 and 49508 in which services might be expanded to include COVID-19 testing 

(i.e. viral and antibody): 

a. Browning Claytor Health Center, 1246 Madison Ave. SE 
b. Exalta, 2060 Division Ave.  
c. South Clinic WIC, 4700 Kalamazoo Ave., Kentwood  
d. Family and Pediatric Medicine of GR, 4130 Breton Ave. SE 
e. Baxter Community Center, 935 Baxter St. SE, 49506 
f. Clinica Santa Maria, 730 Grandville Ave. SW, 49503 

2. TESTING DAY – We are seeking a testing day, held across multiple sites in the County 

that would allow any Black person who is at risk (i.e. underlying conditions or a family 



 

 
8 

 

history of underlying conditions) to have access to a test. The sites could be existing 

testing sites, along the lines of the expansion recommended in #1, in addition to those 

sponsored by the Health Department.  A targeted promotion campaign to reach the 

Black community for this testing day is essential and critical. Efforts like these will help 

the state reach its goal to test 1-2% of the population. It will also provide an opportunity 

to test, with lowered barriers, those who have been turned away and are at higher risk. 

3. PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT – BIC supports the Michigan Executive 

Order that requires all operable businesses to provide PPE for their employees. We also 

support the Center for Disease Control’s (CDC) guidelines for businesses and 

employers. However, we are finding that many businesses are not fulfilling this 

requirement, which ultimately puts the employees, their families, and the customers who 

may frequent their establishments or utilize their products, at risk. We are suggesting the 

County to blanket the business and employer community with a notification about this 

Executive Order, learn more about the needs of businesses and employers, and enforce 

the order consistently.  This includes such sites as Kent County Correctional Facilities 

and the Kent County Juvenile Detention Center. 

 
We are strongly recommending that employers implement reporting protocols on the 

incidences of COVID-19 cases and on the return of employees after a COVID-19 event. 

Reporting to County authorities, other employees, and the community writ large is the 

recommendation.  We are in favor of our economy returning, but not at the risk of losing 

any more lives. BIC has recommended that the County consider purchasing the PPE, in 

larger quantities, that would then allow the business community to purchase from a 

stockpile, which may reduce costs. Costs can be further reduced for small businesses of 

a predetermined size who may be struggling financially during this time.   

 
4. CONTACT TRACING – We know that there is a need to conduct contact tracing 

inquiries to help reduce the spread of the virus, particularly as the state begins to reopen. 

With that, BIC recommends the County contract with organizations who can coordinate 

this effort. This will provide the County with the support they need, while allowing 

meaningful work to take place in the community. We have a variety of organizations 

that would be willing to serve in this capacity, and that possess sensitivities and cultural 

competencies as they pertain to the Black community. 

 
5. PUBLIC SERVICE ANNOUNCEMENTS – In light of the risks and outcomes of 

COVID-19, it is important to diversify means for communicating public service 

announcements. On our own, many of our organizations have put together 

communications for the broader community. We would like to expand these 

communications with your help. There are groups, such as young adults and teens, as 

well as children, which we would like to target with peer-to-peer outreach. 

 

6. MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL HEALTH – COVID-19 has added mental and 

emotional health stressors in the BGGR. We seek funding to support culturally-aware 

mental health agencies in Greater Grand Rapids. We would like to make sure BGGR has 

the mental health support and access to address their personal concerns. 
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Ensure economic security for Black Greater 

Grand Rapids 
 

According to a recent national report on COVID-19 in the Black community by McKinsey & 

Company, 52% of Black workers surveyed reported COVID-19 as a major threat for their 

personal financial situation.  Even prior to COVID-19, the financial security of Black families 

has been a persistent issue, with the most recent tragedy being the 2008 housing crisis, where 

47.6% of Black wealth was lost.  

 
According to the FDIC, 30% of Michigan households with income between $15-30K were either 

under-banked or unbanked in 2016.[1] Those households turn to alternative financial services like 

check-cashing stores, payday lenders, and even convenience stores to cash checks, where check 

cashing rates reach up to 5-10%.  This means that Kent County residents who receive a $1,200 

Economic Impact Payment (EIP) check could pay as much as $120 to have it cashed. This 

segment of our community can least afford these predatory fees. BIC is asking banks and credit 

unions to remove this barrier in order to allow them to maximize the impact of the EIP rather 

than compounding the frustration of financial strain. 

 
BIC is calling upon the Michigan Department of Insurance and Financial Services (DIFS) to 

require deferred presentment transaction (payday loan) stores to extend the payment terms of 

currently outstanding loans. Michigan households should not be pressured to pay these nearly 

400% APR loans as normal under highly abnormal economic times. A borrower with a $600 

loan amount would be expected to pay back $676 in a two-week period in most circumstances. 

Currently, after a borrower has had 8 loans in a 12-month period, the law allows for a borrower 

to request an installment plan. We are calling upon DIFS to implement a similar opportunity 

now for all payday loan borrowers in light of the global hardship that we are facing. Specifically, 

they should allow borrowers to repay their loans within a 6-month period. 

 
BIC is calling upon Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer to create an Executive Order that 

would protect EIP payments from seizure from private debt collectors. The CARES Act already 

protects the EIP payments from most federal and state debts. However, Michigan residents still 

remain vulnerable to losing these most needed financial resources to payday lenders and other 

private debts. 13 states and 4 municipalities have issued executive, court, or administrative 

orders to protect these payments. BIC is asking for an added layer of protection for Michigan 

residents by enacting an Executive Order to protect EIP payments. (Samples: Illinois; 

California.) 

 
Businesses across the State of Michigan haven’t been able to operate at full capacity since the 

“Stay-at-Home” Executive Order has been put in place. This has created financial difficulties for 

Black owner-occupied brick and mortar businesses. The majority of Black businesses are sole-

proprietorships or single member LLCs. Given the loss of revenue from the Executive Orders 

closing all non-essential businesses, and the uncertainty of when these businesses can resume 

full operation, concerns regarding business owners’ ability to pay summer property tax bills 

loom. According to the Southtown Business Area Specific Plan “equity is an essential 

consideration for the future prosperity” of Southtown Corridor Improvement District Authority, 

which houses the majority of city of Grand Rapids’ Black Residents.   

 
COVID-19, and the seemingly inevitable recession--or worse, depression--will gravely impact 

the financial security and wealth of Black families.  In addition to the items mentioned above, 

BIC advances the following recommendations to mitigate against these financial debilitations 

and ensure the financial security of Black people: 

https://www2.illinois.gov/Pages/Executive-Orders/ExecutiveOrder2020-25.aspx
https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/4.23.20-EO-N-57-20.pdf
https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/4.23.20-EO-N-57-20.pdf
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1. Stabilize BGGR financial security by: 
a. Support our efforts in the creation of a representative, local, and functional 

chamber/chamber-like entity to establish and implement a collective Black 

economic wealth-building engine  

b. Enact a state Executive Order asking for a layer of protection for Michigan 

residents in order to protect EIP payments 

c. Banks to Waive Fees – BIC is calling upon banks and credit unions to waive 

any check cashing fees for individuals who are seeking to cash their paper 

federal Economic Impact Payment (EIP) “stimulus” checks 

d. Protect EIP payments from seizure from private debt collectors 

e. Waive summer property taxes, along with all associated administrative fees, late 

payment fees, and penalties for 2020 summer property taxes through the end of 

the calendar year 

f. Contribute to the Pay-It-Forward fair-lending alternative fund that has a 

component of promoting financial literacy and savings plans 

2. Prioritize Black businesses during this time: 

a. Action by the Greater Grand Rapids Cities and Kent County to lobby the State 

of Michigan to allow local municipalities maximum flexibility regarding 

summer property tax collection 

b. Defer billing and collecting summer property taxes until October 2020 or later 

c. Ensure direct access to business owners to help them navigate the grants process 

d. Communicate state statutes with small businesses to let them know if they are 

essential businesses through communications platforms  

e. Create and maintain open communication between business leaders and 

decision-makers to ensure their wisdom is gleaned, there is intentional 

engagement, and there is an accurate understanding of their lived experiences 

f. Provide hazardous pay for front-line essential needs workers 

 

3. Ensure that Black workers are protected: 

a. Employers need to provide maximum PPE to staff who come within 6 ft of 

other human beings 

b. Employers must ensure workplaces have been sanitized with appropriate 

COVID-19-killing chemicals 

c. Employers must immediately report out to employees and to the Health 

Department when new cases have been identified within their place of 

employment 

4. Protect Black people from exploitation: 

a. Moratorium on check-cashing fees 

b. Limit payday lending and halt interest accrual during this time 

c. Allow borrowers to repay their payday loans over a 6-month period 
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Ensure positive educational outcomes of Black 

children and youth of Black Greater Grand Rapids 
 

Education is key for the continuous growth and well-being of Black people.  Michigan has 

approximately 1,499,552 students statewide, 18% of which are Black students. Of the 103,517 

students in Kent County, 14% are Black students.  There is little doubt that the existing 

achievement gap between our children and others will widen post-COVID-19. COVID-19 has 

led educational institutions to deliver academic services in a blended learning environment.  The 

schools in the State of Michigan, including the Kent Intermediate School District (Charter, 

Public, and Nonpublic), private, and parochial are using a variety of methods for teaching and 

learning.  BIC seeks to understand more about the specific effects of these changes on Black 

children and youth. 
 

We understand that the state of affairs is rapidly changing in education and this requires flexible 

approaches and responses.  We also understand that current educational plans are pending based 

on impending rules and regulations from both the State Department of Education and the U.S. 

Department of Education.  However, we find that during the most flexible and changing times, 

Black children tend to suffer from the largest lag.  As you begin to decide on the best model for 

2020-21, we would like to partner with you on the delivery of educational services for Black 

children. 
 

As with many of our parents in the state, we are concerned about our children’s welfare.  

According to the statewide poll taken by Bridge Magazine, “…48 percent of African American 

parents said they were extremely concerned about the health of their family due to COVID-19, 

compared to just 28 percent of white families.  Also, when it came to student achievement due to 

COVID-19, over half of African American parents said they were ‘extremely concerned’ 

compared to just under one-third of White parents.” 
 

It is our understanding that the curriculum is being delivered for social emotional learning and 

the traditional core, either by using technology or the traditional paper/pencils.  There are a 

variety of platforms being used such as Seesaw, Google Classroom, Khan Academy, etc.  In 

many cases, parents had an option to borrow technology, which may have included one of each, 

a hotspot, iPad, Chromebook or packets of assignments were delivered and received.   

 
BIC is interested in the responses to the following sets of questions because we believe it is 

critical to understanding how BGGR students are faring educationally across all school districts. 

The Educational Demographics Questions are general demographics most districts will have on 

hand for their students. The Educational COVID-19 Questions will help the BIC to understand 

the more technical data related to the transition into a virtual learning environment. 
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Educational 

Demographics 

Questions 
1. Prior to COVID-19, what are the number of Black 

students enrolled in each district in Kent County? 

2. What is the disaggregated number of Black students 

per school district in the ISD?  Please include the 

headcount per district (not F.T.E.). 

3. How many Black students are participating in an 

online learning platform? 

4. How many hotspots/jet packs were distributed to these 

families? 

5. What is the process for ensuring participation of Black 

students during the pandemic (checks and balances)? 

6. How do we ensure consistent quality teaching 

(professional development) for those teaching Black 

students in each district? 

7. What level of professional development are teachers 

receiving to ensure they have the skills for distance 

learning? 

8. How many Black teachers are in each school district? 

9. Where is there opportunity to be included in the 

discussion for the 2020-21 school year? 

10. What are the barriers to achievement at the local, 

county and state level? 

11. How do we ensure consistent communication with 

parents? 

12. Are there plans to continue the learning programs 

during the summer of 2020? 

13. What is the role of the ISD (districts) in informing 

parents of the Paid Family Leave (the Families First 

Coronavirus) Act?  This Act allows parents the 

opportunity to take leave up to 12 weeks to provide 

care for school-age children. 

14. What is the role of the ISD (Superintendents) in 

ensuring parents have the ability to assist their 

children? 

 

Educational 

COVID-19 

Questions  
1. Total number of students enrolled 

(n=?)? 

2. Number of Black students enrolled? 

3. What type of teaching and learning 

method is your district using during 

the pandemic? 

4. Did you provide technological 

devices? 

5. If so, how many students took 

advantage? 

6. Do you have one-to-one devices? 

7. Did you provide hotspots? 

8. How many days/hours per week are 

teachers required to be online? 

9. What learning platforms are you 

using? 

10. What role did the district play in 

helping to secure the internet access? 

11. What processes are you using to meet 

with parents? 

12. How do you ensure the students are 

completing the assignments? 

13. What are the follow-ups, or checks 

and balances, to ensure that teachers 

are teaching? 

14. Why is there a need to have more 

than one platform? 

15. What expectations exist for principals 

to communicate with parents? 

16. Is there a system-wide standard of 

teaching and learning? 

17. For families that are tuition-based, 

will there be a pro-ration of the 

tuition? 
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To center the educational vision and ensure the quality educational experience of BGGR 

students, BIC is advancing the following recommendations for summer and fall virtual 

platforms: 

1. Technology  
a. Limit the number of technological systems that students/parents have to log into 

to engage with the teachers/schools – i.e. one family is navigating 3-4 systems, 

depending on the school system 

b. Share data on the distribution and use of laptops, tablets, etc., as well as 

technology gaps experienced by students (by student, not household). 

c. Establish a partnership between the County and wi-fi providers to alleviate the 

costs for the hotspots districts are providing to families, freeing districts up to 

provide other supports 

 

2. Engagement  
a. Implement regular communication from principals. Currently, there's been no 

regular and consistent communications directly from the principals in the 

buildings across multiple districts in Kent County. This could be done in the 

form of a weekly video vlog post that’s emailed and/or texted to families 

b. Establish a system-wide standard of teacher engagement with students.  For 

example: 1 - face to face session with the classroom on a daily basis that 

includes some level of instruction 

3. Academics  

a. Offer summer school programming and instruction to make up for weeks of lost 

instruction at the beginning of the pandemic 

b. Weekly reports to parents regarding the progress their students are making, with 

tips on how to successfully provide education at home, including effective 

learning environments.  Login information may be provided to parents that 

gives them direct access to this information 

c. District-wide ideas for physical activity, arts, music, etc.  This could happen in 

partnership with summer camps programming, most of which has been 

cancelled 

d. Engage with existing on-line educational systems to see how they handle hybrid 

and virtual instruction, since this is what many of them have been doing for 

years 
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Ensure that Black Greater Grand Rapids persons 

who are incarcerated are protected and have the 

supports for reintegration 
 

The US prison-industrial complex is a close relative of slavery, a system committed to the 

furtherance of dehumanizing Black lives.  According to the Prison Policy Initiative, Blacks are 

incarcerated five times as often as whites; charged with higher bail amounts; and are more likely 

to remain incarcerated pre-trial than any other group.  According to the Pretrial Justice 

Institution, around 60% of people in jails in the US are awaiting trial but could not make bond. 
 

The State of Michigan has approximately 40,000 prisoners; 40.8% are Black, even though Black 

people are only 14% of the State’s population.  According to Safe and Just Michigan, “The size 

of Michigan’s prison population is driven in large part by prisoners’ average length of stay, 

byproducts of the state’s sentencing and parole policies. People incarcerated in Michigan serve 

nearly 17 months longer than the national norm. Michigan prisoners’ length of stay is not only 

exceptionally long, it is steadily growing, with an increase that exceeded other states over the 

last two decades.” 
 

In fact, as Safe and Just Michigan makes clear, “Long periods of incarceration are not necessary 

to maintain community safety. There are best practices in parole policy that can improve the 

objectivity, fairness, and transparency of the parole decision-making process without any cost to 

public safety, and ensure that people are not incarcerated longer than necessary.” 
 

Especially pertinent in the context of COVID-19, “Long length of stay has resulted in an elderly 

prison population. Over 20 percent of the incarcerated population in Michigan is over the age of 

50.  Many of these individuals require expensive, specialized medical care as they become frail 

and ill with age.” 
 

Amidst this pandemic, we are witnessing an abysmal response and a miscarriage of justice for 

incarcerated people, especially Black people.  According to The Marshall Project, 59 

incarcerated people have died from COVID-19, with 3262 testing positive for COVID-19. There 

is currently no public data on the racial statistics of all those who have perished from COVID-19 

in jail or prison.  However, we do know the Michigan Department of Corrections (MDOC) has 

logged more deaths per capita due to COVID-19 than any other state prison system after New 

Jersey.  According to a May 9, 2020 article in the Detroit Free Press “MDOC also has more 

deaths from COVID-19 than the federal prison system, which houses more than 172,000 people 

nationwide, a population that’s nearly five times larger than MDOC’s population of 38,000.” 
 

Many prosecutors nationwide are grappling with the thought of carefully selecting and releasing 

incarcerated persons from prison, particularly those with non-violent offenses, due to COVID-

19.   This is critical because unsurprisingly, COVID-19 is not just confined to incarcerated 

persons, but to the prison guards and staff who return home after working their shifts, becoming 

potential carriers of COVID-19 to the community.   
 

BIC is asking the MDOC and Kent County Correctional Facility to release non-violent 

incarcerated persons with the goal of reducing overcrowding and decreasing the potential to 

spread the virus.  
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On behalf of incarcerated persons, particularly those who are Black, BIC wants to ensure that all 

people subject to jail and imprisonment are removed from spaces which compromise their health 

and well-being, and increase their exposure to premature death; and that changes are 

implemented to significantly reduce risk of infection and transmission of COVID-19 during 

containment.  To accomplish that, BIC recommends: 

1. Remove prisoners from unsafe jail and prison sites: 

a. Identify individuals who can most readily be released from imprisonment (i.e. 

youth in detention centers; adults in pre-trial detention who can be bailed out 

with adequate funds; non-violent offenses; etc.) 

b. Consider releasing persons in local jails that are awaiting trials, but unable to 

cover the cost of bonds  

c. Provide support – such as access to employment, house, and healthcare-to 

enable released individuals to remain safe while awaiting court dates/other 

modes of engagement with the justice system 

d. Generate a fund to provide aid for those recently released from jail and prison, 

as well as the broader community, as it relates to addiction, mental health, and 

trauma survival services  

 

2. Protect incarcerated individuals from contracting COVID-19: 

a. Provide prisoners with effective PPE, including masks, gloves, and sanitizer 
b. Enforce CDC-approved sanitization methods, as well as social distancing 

guidelines in facilities as it relates to cell occupancy 
c. Quarantine infected and exposed personnel, staff, and/or inmates while 

providing access to quality health care services to enhance rates of survival  
d. Conduct regular testing and contact tracing for COVID-19 

 

3. Eliminate costs for phone calls between prisoners and their families to promote 

information-sharing and communal support amidst pandemic conditions 
 

4. Eliminate practices of criminalization and victimization which lead to the over-

incarceration of Black people: 

a. Provide immediate, enhanced training for law enforcement agencies to increase 

their awareness and build their capacity to act against dehumanization, 

criminalization, and racial profiling; increase cultural intelligence and 

understanding of problematic historical relationships between race and illness 

b. Avoid the detention and arrest of Black individuals for low-level or non-violent 

crimes during the pandemic 

c. Keep accurate records of 1) law enforcement personnel with disproportionate 

rates of Black detainment and arrests during COVID-19 and take concrete 

action to address uneven rates of policing and 2) provide data on the rates of 

COVID-19 infection according to particular demographic categories (i.e. race, 

gender, etc.) 

d. Immediately revise sentencing and parole policies  
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Ensure that Black elders of Black Greater Grand 

Rapids are cared for, safe and protected 
 

Collaborating organizations under the umbrella of BIC suggest that seniors, or elders, might be 

divided into three stages:  young elder (55-65 years of age), middle elder (66-85), and older 

elder (86 and older). The United States Census Bureau projects the 2019 population of Kent 

County to be 656,955. Some 10.5% of this population or 68,980 is Black.  All persons 65 years 

and older are projected to comprise 13.7% of the population or 90,003 persons. Assuming that 

the proportion of Black people in this elder-aged subset remains constant, it is estimated that 

9,450 elders living in Kent County are Black.  (Note: This does not include the young elder--

persons 55 to 65 years of age.)   
  
Historically, Black people also have a higher rate of hypertension, diabetes, and asthma than the 

general population (Voice Kent Survey, 2017).  According to the CDC, those included in the 

high-risk category for COVID-19 include: people 65 years and older; those in a nursing home or 

long-term care facility; those with chronic lung disease or moderate to severe asthma; serious 

heart conditions; immunocompromised individuals; severe obesity, diabetes, chronic kidney 

disease, and liver disease.  The Office of Minority Health states that Black people are 60% more 

likely than Whites to have been diagnosed with diabetes; 2.3 times more likely to be hospitalized 

for lower limb amputation (likely due to unmanaged diabetes); three-and-a-half times more 

likely to be diagnosed with kidney failure; and twice as likely to die from diabetes.  As it relates 

to heart disease, Black people are 40% more likely to have high blood pressure, but less likely to 

have it under control; and 20% more likely to die from heart disease. In 2015, 2.6 million Black 

people reported having asthma, and were almost three times more likely to die from asthma 

complications.  Centuries old racialized structures and current public policies, including health 

care policy, have situated Black people to have a disproportionate number of underlying health 

conditions, putting Black people, in general, and our elders, more particularly, in harm’s way.  
  
Significantly, many Black elders likewise live alone or in isolation, and a number of Black 

elders have a difficult time navigating current digital platforms for information-sharing. 

Moreover, this group is often dependent on public transportation.  These factors place this 

population at higher risk overall. To address these pre-existing conditions, BIC is advancing the 

following recommendations for BGGR Elders: 

 

1. Services 
a. Area agencies providing services within the community should develop 

outreach strategies and modify service delivery to ensure elders’ needs are met 

b. Area agencies need case managers dedicated to the service provision of elders 

 

2. Meeting needs  
a. Ensure Black elders, regardless of their residential status, have access to 

culturally appropriate food, medication, PPE and all other necessities to feel 

supported and a sense of security 

b. Establish standard methods of communication to contact family, friends, or 

emergency workers in the event of an emergency 

c. Recruit and train volunteers in culturally appropriate practices with Black 

elders; resource navigation assistance; and companionship to elders 

3. Direct contact 

a. Ensure that visitors and caretakers are tested for COVID-19 and that they are 

provided with proper PPE; PPE also provided for the elder 
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Conclusion  
 

As we bring this position paper to a close, we want to restate the 7 Impact Areas: 

1. Establish a Black Impact Collaborative COVID-19 Response Fund for Black 

Greater Grand Rapids 

2. Develop a responsive communications platform for Black Greater Grand 

Rapids 

3. Ensure the health and well-being of Black Greater Grand Rapids 

4. Ensure economic security for Black Greater Grand Rapids 

5. Ensure positive educational outcomes for Black children and youth of Black 

Greater Grand Rapids 

6. Ensure that Black Greater Grand Rapids persons who are incarcerated are 

protected and have the supports for reintegration 

7. Ensure that Black elders of Black Greater Grand Rapids are cared for, safe 

and protected 

In conclusion, the BIC is a committed group of leaders moving in solidarity and collective 

support of the Black community, and the short- and long-term needs of BGGR. We are sharing 

our findings and recommendations with one another, legislators, nonprofits, businesses, 

philanthropic organizations, and others to reduce the negative impact of the pandemic, to 

mitigate against pre-COVID-19 conditions, and increase positive outcomes for BGGR. This 

position paper summarizes our best work in a very short period of time and just the beginning of 

BIC advocacy going forward. This work has been done by committee and we would welcome 

the opportunity to sit down with your respective organization to share in more detail the 

recommendations that are outlined within. You are welcome to engage with the BIC by emailing 

our organizational host, IOU, at IOU4Us@gmail.com. 
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  Black Impact Collaborative  
 

NAME ORGANIZATION 

Angela Nelson Proactive 

Alvin & Tanell Hills, IV Endless Opportunities 

Attah Obande AGO Design Group 

Cle Jackson/Ja’Von Fields Greater Grand Rapids Branch NAACP 

Reverend Dallas Lenear Institute of Ubuntu / Project GREEN 

Darel Ross Forty Acres Enterprises 

Rev. Dr. Eula Gaddis Baptist Fellowship 

Drs. Garrett & Regis Fox Institute of Ubuntu 

Jamiel Robinson GRABB 

Jessie Jones Institute of Ubuntu 

Jimmy Taylor Prince Hall Masons 

Joseph D. Jones Grand Rapids Urban League 

Kenisha Dorsey Greater Grand Rapids National Panhellenic Council 

Monica Sparks Community of Hearts/Kent County Black Elected Officials 

Nadia Brigham Brigham Consulting, LLC 

Robert S. Womack WYGR/Kent County Black Elected Officials 

Senita Lenear Genesis Consulting Group/Kent County Black Elected Officials 

Shatawn Brigham Institute of Ubuntu 

Sonja Forte Baxter Community Center 

Sultan Zayd Muhammad Muhammad Study Group of Grand Rapids-Nation of Islam 

Tasha Blackmon Concerned Citizen 

Dr. Teresa Weatherall Neal Lead 616 

Dr. Veneese Chandler Family Outreach Center 

Dr. Walter Brame Concerned Citizen 
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