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Dear Chamber Members, Business Leaders and Community Supporters,

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected businesses across every industry in a variety of ways. 
The West Michigan business community has stepped up to the challenge, as they have many 
times before. We have been proud to see the innovation and collaboration of our community 
highlighted in new ways as we all work through this together.

Companies quickly transitioned to remote work, offering many of their services virtually. 
Restaurants shifted to no-contact delivery and curbside pickup. Manufacturers started 
producing masks, gloves and PPE equipment. Breweries and distilleries, including New 
Holland Brewing Company, Atwater, and The Mitten, shifted their processes to produce hand 
sanitizer. Companies like Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan, Horizon Bank, and Meijer made 
substantial donations to support our community’s vulnerable populations. And of course, our 
heroes in health care, transportation, grocery, and sanitation continued working the front lines.

As our team adjusted to life with COVID-19, our priorities, too, shifted. For the Grand Rapids 
Chamber, meeting this adversity means springing into action, even if we are doing so remotely. 
Our team has fielded hundreds of calls, answering specific questions on everything from 
unemployment issues to PPE resources. 

We have been working around the clock to advocate for a smart restart agenda, with key 
priorities including social districts and property tax deferment. We deployed the Greater 
Grand Rapids Chamber Foundation to get financial assistance to small businesses, and have 
partnered with Kent County to quickly and efficiently distribute $25 million in grant funding 
received from the federal CARES Act.

We are proud to represent one of the most incredible business communities in the world. 
As we all work to overcome the challenges we face with COVID-19, we remain dedicated to 
fostering a thriving and prosperous West Michigan for all.

I am pleased to present the following report highlighting this work. We look forward to continue 
working together as we embark on a smart restart.

Sincerely,

Rick Baker
President & CEO
Grand Rapids Chamber

“Out of adversity comes opportunity.”
Benjamin Franklin



When the pandemic hit, the Chamber was one of the first organizations 
to reach out to us with different opportunities - from webinars, support 
groups, and even funding sources. I cannot say enough good things 
about the Chamber. I am humbled by and thankful for their consistent 
support.

Lisa Beene, Owner, Rising Grinds Cafe



BUSINESS GUIDANCE

In a time when information is evolving rapidly, the Grand Rapids Chamber 
stepped up to support our business community with guidance and resources. 
We quickly compiled the Coronavirus Toolkit to keep information accurate 
and up to date, including links to executive orders, funding and unemployment 
resources, and other tips for local businesses. 

We started providing complimentary resource calls to answer questions 
that were top-of-mind for our members, with topics ranging from preparing 
for remote work, the paycheck protection program, workplace wellness, 
navigating cash flow, and more. Guest speakers on these resource calls 
included Governor Gretchen Whitmer, U.S. Senator Gary Peters, U.S. Senator 
Debbie Stabenow, Congressman Bill Huizenga, Senate Majority Leader Mike 
Shirkey, Dr. Adam London, Tina Freese Decker, Lieutenant Governor Garlin 
Gilchrist, and more.

In March and April alone, the Grand Rapids Chamber sent 53 email 
communications to more than 5,000 contacts. Communications included 
breaking news at the state and federal levels, summaries of executive orders, 
information on upcoming resource calls, funding resources and more.

Our team has fielded hundreds of calls, answering specific questions on 
everything from unemployment issues to PPE resources. With nearly 1,500 
small business outreach meetings, we were able to provide 975 one-on-one 
business assists.

975
ONE-ON-ONE BUSINESS ASSISTS 

5,610
CONTACTS WHO RECEIVED REGULAR EMAIL 
COMMUNICATIONS, UPDATES & RESOURCES

30 
COMPLIMENTARY RESOURCE CALLS + VIRTUAL 

TOWN HALLS HOSTED MARCH-JUNE 2020

1,443
SMALL BUSINESS 

OUTREACH MEETINGS



The COVID-19 pandemic has touched every business. The impact of decisions made by 
government is unmistakable.

Our Government Affairs team works tirelessly to bring you up-to-date information and resources 
to help you safely reopen your business, protect your employees, access financial assistance, 
understand executive orders, navigate changes to state and federal laws, and more.

Our team has answered questions on everything from Executive Orders to PPP funding to help 
our West Michigan businesses survive and thrive. As your allies and your advocates, we have 
been leaders on policies to support returning to work safely so Michigan can begin to rebuild.

In April, we outlined a detailed approach for a responsible reopening. Our call to action was 
to be prepared, focused and strategic with a phased approach. The recommendations 
received the support of nearly 200 area businesses before the Chamber team sent them to 
Governor Whitmer’s office and we are pleased to see some of the concepts in included in the 
administration’s MI Safe Start Plan. 

The Government Affairs team also worked with members to establish a Smart Restart Agenda 
to mitigate the damage caused by COVID-19 and empower businesses, team members and 
entrepreneurs to protect public health, safety, and economic security. 

Our team of registered lobbyists has been advocating fiercely for these member-driven priorities 
and are excited to have led on social district legislation that was signed into law by Governor 
Whitmer on June 30th.  

Other Smart Restart Agenda priorities include: 

FIerce advocacySmart Restart Agenda, key wins, summary of Executive 
orders

• Cash Flow Support - AVAILABLE NOW!
• Property Tax Deferment
• Social Districts - COMPLETE!
• PPE Accessibility - AVAILABLE NOW!
• Employer Liability Protections and 

Controlling Lawsuit Abuse
• Sales, Use and Withholding Tax Deferment

• Regulatory Flexibility and Common-
Sense Compliance

• Fix the Unemployment System and 
Protect Employer Relief

• Talent Development Continuity
• Connecting Displaced Workers with Jobs
• Childcare Reform

Our advocates have always been an extension of your team, 
influencing the policies that matter most to your business and 
connecting you with timely information and decision makers. 
We will continue to be as we all work through this together. 



In a time of crisis, the Grand Rapids Chamber stepped up in a big 
way. COVID-19 hit all of us fast and hard, and businesses - especially 
small ones - were scrambling. If you are part of the Chamber, you 
probably know Director of Business Services Mark Allen. What Mark 
doesn’t know is that he has become one of our best friends. He 
answered every email and frantic phone call, and walked alongside 
us through every setback and change.

Amy Venema, Office Manager, 8THIRTYFOUR Integrated Communications



local support

With the COVID-19 crisis posing a severe threat to both our local economy 
and business community, in late April the Greater Grand Rapids Chamber 
Foundation established the Rapid Response Economic Relief Fund.

The fund worked to quickly deliver short-term economic relief grants, 
ranging from $5,000-$10,000 to small, for-profit businesses in Kent County. 
In addition to the funding, grant recipients also received backroom financial 
support and the services of a business consultant to assist with cashflow 
projections. Ultimately, the fund  served as a financial bridge to small 
businesses awaiting assistance from government-sponsored programs and 
to organizations that cannot access local, state, or federal relief funds.

West Michigan is built on the backbone of entrepreneurship and small 
business. The Rapid Response Economic Relief Fund, in partnership with 
area business groups and local philanthropists, supported more than 200 
Grand Rapids small business owners in their time of greatest need.

$1.35M 
DOLLARS AWARDED TO 

211 SMALL BUSINESSES

44%
OF GRANTS AWARDED TO 

WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES

47%
OF GRANTS AWARDED TO 

MINORITY-OWNED BUSINESSES

1,900
JOBS SAVED



The grant that we received from the Greater Grand Rapids Chamber 
Foundation was more than money. We had just opened our new store 
after years of planning and growing our business online. We thought 
we were ready for everything, but we were so wrong. I am so grateful 
for that phone call and the support from the Chamber. We were 
awarded the grant and had the money a few days later. It allowed us 
to pay our bills and gave us the hope we needed to keep going.

Alex Benda, CEO, Oh Hello Co.



To benefit those negatively impacted by the effects of COVID-19, the Grand 
Rapids Chamber announced a partnership with The Mitten State.

The fundraiser featured a t-shirt with an iconic Mitten State design, with the 
added Grand Rapids Chamber tagline, Create Great Community. More than 
250 t-shirts were purchased, with a portion of each donated to support the 
Rapid Response Economic Relief Fund.

As Michigan businesses started to re-open, the Grand Rapids Chamber 
partnered with DTE Foundation to distribute personal protective equipment, or 
PPE, kits to area small businesses. 

Hundreds of kits were distributed in June. Each kit included masks, gloves and 
hand sanitizer, with the goal of keeping workers and the community safe and 
to prevent the spread of COVID-19.

Grand Rapids saw a number of peaceful protests following the tragic killing 
of George Floyd, reflecting the spirit of our city with people of all ages, races, 
and faiths coming together to stand up for what matters – the protections 
of human life. Following a protest on May 30, the actions of some dissenters 
resulted in damaged property throughout downtown. 

Over 100 businesses were affected by acts of vandalism. The Small Business 
Support Fund was initiated as a call from the community to support the 
downtown business district. Individuals, organizations and businesses 
contributed to the fund to assist those affected as they prepared to reopen. 

local supportSmart Restart Agenda, key wins, summary of Executive 
orders



RETAIL SUPPORT
As our community navigates these uncertain times, the Grand Rapids 
Chamber has been in daily contact with business associations, 
Business Improvement Districts, and Community Improvement 
Districts. Our team meets regularly with these groups, in addition to 
entrepreneurial support organizations, realtors and brokers, to keep a 
finger on the pulse of changes in the city. Through this collaborative 
work, we are able to respond to requests from local business owners 
and assist in a myriad of ways.

The Greater Grand Rapids Chamber Foundation established the 
Frontline Food Fund to support our local restaurants while providing 
meals for frontline workers during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

With support from Chamber member Switch, individually packaged 
meals were purchased from local restaurants for frontline workers 
and delivered safely to hospitals, public safety departments, and 
environmental services teams.  

FRONTLINE FOOD FUND

1,000 
MEALS 

DELIVERED

$100,500 
SPENT AT 12 LOCAL 

RESTAURANTS

local support



We are so thankful for the meals the Chamber team and sponsors 
have provided. It has been the highlight of our last few weeks!

Angela Dore, Customer Service Manager 311 City of Grand Rapids

I wanted to say thank you so much for the contribution of a meal 
on Saturday. The troops were very grateful and it was nice to have 
one less thing I had to figure out. Many thanks to the Chamber for 
helping to facilitate this!

Brianne Luginbill, Office Administrator, Kent County Sheriff’s Office



kent county small business 
recovery program

“The Grand Rapids Chamber presented 

a plan and demonstrated the capacity 

and experience to assist the county 

with distributing such a large amount 

of grants... A critical factor in the 

subcommittee’s comfort level with 

the Grand Rapids Chamber’s process 

was that it had a proven track record 

of supporting a large percentage of 

minority-owned businesses.”

Wayman Britt, Kent County Administrator

In late June, Kent County announced the  Kent County Small Business 
Recovery Program, created with funding from the federal CARES Act. 
The program delivers short-term financial support to small businesses 
in Kent County with the purpose of supporting and cultivating a strong 
economic recovery.

With $25 million in grants that need to be distributed quickly and 
efficiently, the county chose to partner with the Grand Rapids Chamber.

The program focuses on businesses dealing with additional barriers, 
including but not limited to: language, general business knowledge, 
and those from underserved communities.

To date, the program has had nearly 2,500 applicants, with a total 
of $17.5 million in grant approvals. The Grand Rapids Chamber will 
continue to accept applications until all funds are exhausted.

In September, Kent County announced additional support for two 
critical segments of our business community impacted by the 
pandemic. $750,000 will be allocated specifically to childcare providers, 
and an additional $5 million will be allocated to businesses closed by 
Executive Order as of August 1, 2020.



Our collaborative spirit is part of what makes West Michigan great. The Grand Rapids 
Chamber has been proud to partner on a variety of initiatives as we work to best 
support our business community. 

In March, we joined with Experience Grand Rapids and The Right Place to launch the 
West Michigan COVID-19 Business Coalition. The coalition brought together partners 
throughout the community to launch COVIDWM.org, a place where West Michigan 
businesses and their employees can get accurate, timely and relevant information and 
connect to vital resources to help them weather the COVID-19 crisis. 

The Grand Rapids Chamber partnered with Grand Valley State University to present the 
Seidman Series. This series of webinars was designed to provide the West Michigan 
business community with guidance, tips, strategies, and best practices to confront the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Our team members were proud to work with El Informador and La Poderosa to provide 
information in Spanish, working to connect minority-owned businesses to equitable 
resources during these challenging times. 

In partnership with the Economic Club of Grand Rapids, the Grand Rapids Chamber 
was pleased to present a series of Virtual Town Hall events to address top-of-mind 
issues in our community. Guest speakers included: Rick Keyes, Jim Keane, Joan 
Budden, Dr. Leadriane Roby, Chris Leinberger, and Chief Isaiah McKinnon.

Collaboration

WEST MICHIGAN COVID-19 BUSINESS COALITION

THE SEIDMAN SERIES

EQUITABLE SUPPORT

VIRTUAL TOWNHALL SERIES



As Grand Rapids works to reopen safely, we look forward to continuing 
to serve our members and the community. 

Our team continues to advocate for policies to support businesses in 
their efforts to provide safe spaces for their employees and customers.

We are working with local partners on The Bridge project to fill the void 
left with the cancellation of ArtPrize. This locally-based economic driver 
will feature local artists, musicians and cultural festivals for a one-of-a-
kind month-long experience.

We have transitioned many of our events to a virtual format, including 
the 2020 Health Care Summit and the West Michigan CEO Summit. 
These events have focused on answering the questions that are top-
of-mind for our community: What have we learned from COVID-19? 
How can we position West Michigan to thrive in the new normal?

We have been pleased to see many Grand Rapids area restaurants sign 
on to the Michigan Restaurant Promise. Over 400 restaurants committed 
to taking precautions that allow for the industry to re-open safely for 
staff and guests. We know that local restaurants are a major part of the 
fabric of our community, and we are proud to endorse this industry-led 
initiative. 

We know that our community is resilient. Our innovative business 
community has and will continue to adapt to the challenges we are 
facing. Together, we will come overcome.

Looking ahead

“Like every other crisis that Grand Rapids 

has endured, we are not going to just 

sit on our hands and wait for things to 

happen. We are going to put on a mask, 

put on some gloves, and get to work.”

Omar Cuevas
Vice President of Sales & Marketing

Grand Rapids Chamber



The Grand Rapids Chamber partnered with the city of Grand Rapids to 
participate in the national Gateways for Growth initiative. This research 
grant studied the economic impact of immigrants and refugees, or New 
Americans, in Kent County. We determined to create a startegic plan to create 
a welcoming environment for New Americans, understanding that we are in 
competition with other states on attracting and retaining talent.

Guided by over 800 survey respondent data, the 5-year welcome plan 
addresses five focus areas, including:
EQUITABLE ACCESS TO SERVICE, SAFE & CONNECTED COMMUNITY, ECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES, EDUCATION, AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT. 

Under the leadership of Omar Cuevas, the Grand Rapids Chamber helped 
influence the creation of this cross-sector plan, collaborating with other 
organizations and community partners. The plan was be unveiled during 
Welcome Week, September 2020.

Amidst these challenging times, the Grand Rapids Chamber remains 
dedicated to addressing these vital issues. We know Michigan’s future 
economy depends on the success of this work.

GATEWAYS FOR GROWTH

50,176
IMMIGRANTS LIVING IN 

KENT COUNTY

2,308
LOCAL MANUFACTURING JOBS 

IMMIGRANTS LIVING IN THE COUNTY 
HELPED CREATE OR PRESERVE 

1,971
IMMIGRANT ENTREPRENEURS 

EARNED $47.6M
IN BUSINESS INCOME

$47.6M

“The time for immigration reform is 

now, and Michigan’s future economy 

depends on its very outcome.”

Rick Baker, President & CEO
Grand Rapids Chamber

In February 2020, the Grand Rapids Chamber brought together a coalition 
of business and industry leaders to launch the Michigan Compact on 
Immigration, a set of key principles outlining the need for smart immigration 
policies at the federal and state levels that recognize the critical role 
immigrants play in helping drive Michigan’s economy forward.

The Compact, whose signatories represent more than 20,000 companies 
and more than one million employees, called for a federal immigration 
system that responds to the needs of Michigan employers and workers in 
a time when talent attraction and retention is critical to the state’s eonomic 
growth.

MICHIGAN COMPACT ON IMMIGRATION



The Grand Rapids Chamber is proud to represent one of the most 
incredible business communities in the world. Our collaborative 
spirit, along with the work ethic of West Michigan, will help 
guide us into a brighter future, together. We look forward to 
continuing to work with our members, elected officials, and 
business community as we embark on a smart restart.

Rick Baker, President & CEO, Grand Rapids Chamber

Photo courtesy of Mike Buck



create great community
To learn more or get involved with specific services, please contact our team members.

Government Affairs:
Andy Johnston, andy@grandrapids.org 

Grants & Funding Support: 
Dante Villarreal, dante@grandrapids.org

Retail Support: 
Richard App, richard@grandrapids.org

Business Services: 
Mark Allen, mark@grandrapids.org

Chamber Membership: 
Omar Cuevas, omar@grandrapids.org

Diversity, Equity & Inclusion Services: 
Ken James, ken@grandrapids.org

   WWW.GRANDRAPIDS.ORG


