
 
 
 
 
 

ENTERPRISE ACTIVITIES 
 



 

OVERVIEW – AERONAUTICS 
 
The airport had humble beginnings in November of 1919 at the corner of Madison and 32nd St. on 120 
acres of County-owned land. In 1927 Charles Lindbergh landed the Spirit of St. Louis at the airport, and a 
year later the “Miss Grand Rapids” transported the first shipment of furniture by air. In the 1930s 
additional hangars were added and the WPA constructed a new Administration building. As air-
commerce grew, so did the airport. In the 1940’s an additional 120 acres were added to the airport and a 
control tower was added to the administration building. By the mid-1950’s it was evident that the airport 
exceeded its capacity for is current location; despite having a 5700 ft. runway, crossing guards were 
placed on 44th St. to halt traffic for arriving and departing aircraft. In 1959 ground was broken in Cascade 
Township for the airport’s current location and was open for business in 1963. The old location was 
transformed into an industrial park, and the north-south runway is now Roger B. Chaffee Memorial Drive. 
The airport became international in 1977 with the opening of the U.S. Customs Bureau Office in the 
terminal. The first Boeing 747 landed at the airport’s 10,000 ft. runway in the 1980s, and in 1999 the 
airport was renamed in honor of Gerald R. Ford. Although the operation of an airport is not mandated, 
once the County decides to have an airport, certain activities are then mandated by State and federal laws.    
 
In 1956, the Board of Commissioners established the Aeronautics Board.  The resolution establishing the 
board assigned it certain powers, duties and authorities, including determining fees and rentals; providing 
for concessions to supply goods, services and commodities; and investigating methods of improving the 
airport.  Due to the language of the resolution which says the board has those “duties,” these activities are 
considered Board-authorized by resolution.  
 
The Aeronautics Board was also delegated the authority to make decisions on matters related to certain 
operational aspects of the facility; however, the authority to make a decision regarding certain activities 
cannot be construed as a directive to provide them. Additionally, since the delegation of decision-making 
authority makes approval by the Board of Commissioners unnecessary, activities approved solely by the 
Aeronautics Board (e.g. Air Cargo and Trade Center, parking services, etc.) cannot be considered Board 
authorized and are therefore, considered discretionary.  As a result, regulations regarding these operations 
are then also considered discretionary.   
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OVERVIEW – DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WORKS 
 
In April 1962 the Board of Commissioners voted to establish a Department of Public Works “for 
the administration of the powers conferred upon the county by the terms of Public Act 185 of 
1957 as amended.”  This act enables the County to create a department of public works but is not 
mandated to do so. The Department of Public Works is an enterprise fund and no General Fund 
dollars are appropriated to support this function.  
 
The duties and functions which have been undertaken by the Department of Public Works have, 
for the most part, been authorized through Board resolutions and/or contracts and are not state 
mandated. 
 
ADMINISTRATION & FINANCE 
 
Assisting local municipalities to secure financing for their water and sewer projects has been 
authorized through various Board of Public Works agreements.  The administration and finance 
functions of the Department of Public Works are considered necessary for the purposes of this 
study, as they ensure the smooth and efficient operation of the department.  
 
SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT 
 
Over the years the Board of Commissioners has authorized the Department of Public Works to 
build, operate, and maintain solid waste disposal facilities, which currently include landfills, a 
recycling facility, three recycling drop off facilities, three household hazardous waste facilities, a 
transfer station, and a waste-to-energy incinerator.  The only state-mandated functions are to 
maintain closed landfills that are owned and maintained by the County and have an approved 
solid waste management plan.   
 
When the Michigan legislature adopted Public Act 641 of 1978, otherwise known as the Solid 
Waste Management Act, the Board of Commissioners opted to create a solid waste management 
plan for Kent County pursuant to the act.  They did this via a resolution approved at the May 2, 
1979 meeting which authorized a Notice of Intent to be filed with the Michigan Department of 
Natural Resources to file a Solid Waste Management Plan.  In that same resolution, the Board of 
Public Works was appointed as the designated agency responsible for the preparation of the plan.  
While the legislation has been superseded by more recent legislation, Public Act 451 of 1994 
(MCL 324.11534 and MCL 324.11535), the County Board has continued to appoint a planning 
committee as provided by law, and to use the Board of Public Works as the designated solid 
waste planning agency.  The County is not required as a governmental entity to take on this task, 
however once it does so, the activities of the planning committee and the preparation and 
communication of the plan are prescribed by the most recent legislation. 
 
The County currently owns and operates one active landfill and maintains three closed landfills.  
In 2009 the County entered into an agreement with Granger Electric to build and operate a 
landfill gas-to-energy facility located at the landfill site. The County also owns and operates a 
solid waste transfer station located on 10 Mile Road. The County owns and operates a residential 
material recycling facility which prepares recyclables for market.  The recycling program also 
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markets and sells recovered materials and runs a public education program about the County’s 
solid waste programs.  Marketing and selling recyclable materials is a necessary function of the 
County’s recycling program, however public education is considered a discretionary activity. 
 
The waste-to-energy facility incinerates solid waste and produces electricity which is sold to 
Consumers Power.  
 
WATER AND SEWER 
 
The water and sewer projects undertaken by the Department of Public Works have been 
authorized through Board of Public Works resolutions and contracts on a project-by-project 
basis.  Once these projects are completed, it becomes necessary for the Department of Public 
Works to inspect and maintain the systems and to approve new connections. 
 
The Department is permitted by State statute to own, operate, maintain and finance water and 
wastewater systems. Historically, the Department has partnered with local units of government to provide 
these services but the Board of Public Works has since transferred all water and sewer projects and 
services to local management and ownership at the request of the local units.  
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