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Synopsis
Partnering for an Equitable and Inclusive Nashville includes content provided by some 15 community contribu-
tors, including representatives of  the civil liberties, civil rights, disabled, immigrant and refugee rights, LGBT, 
and Muslim communities, as well as the Metro Human Relations Commission and the Metro Department of  
Public Health. The background report: 

a) describes some of  Nashville’s nationally recognized “socially integrative” achievements in promoting 
awareness, advocacy, and human services; 

b) identifies persistent and emerging trends in social exclusion in Nashville; and 

c) proposes a public-private partnership for augmenting and sustaining Nashville’s capacity for addressing 
social exclusion and realizing itself  as an inclusive community over the generations.
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Anderson Williams
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Caroline Blackwell, Executive Director, Metro Nash-
ville Human Relations Commission

and

Dr. Kimberlee Wyche-Etheridge, Director of  Bureau 
of  Family, Youth and Infant Health, Metro Nashville 
Davidson County Health Department
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This background paper was developed to provide input 
to the NashvilleNext planning process. It was researched 
and authored by community members interested, in-
volved, and knowledgeable on the topic. The authors 
present best practices, an evaluation of  the state of  the 
topic in the Nashville community today, and recommen-
dations for consideration during the planning process.   

This paper provides a starting point for broader community discussion and reflec-
tion based on the research and recommendations of  the authors. Throughout the 
planning process, NashvilleNext will use this and other background papers, ongo-
ing research, departmental involvement, community input and engagement to dis-
cuss, refine and formulate the policies and recommendations for the general plan.

The information and recommendations provided in this background paper are 
solely those of  the authors and contributors and are being provided at the begin-
ning of  the NashvilleNext process to start community discussion. 

The NashvilleNext Steering Committee thanks and extends its sincere apprecia-
tion to the authors of  and contributors to this background paper for the time and 
effort to provide this report for community consideration and discussion. The 
Steering Committee looks forward to the ongoing dialogue on the issues and rec-
ommendations that the authors provide. 

Any final policies and recommendations endorsed by the NashvilleNext Steering 
Committee for the consideration of  the Metropolitan Planning Commission will 
be the result of  the entire planning process and upcoming community engagement 
and discussion.

rOLe ANd PUrPOSe OF bACkGrOUNd PAPerS
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Since a group of  students at its historically black col-
leges and universities charted the course for a civil 
rights movement that would change the nation, is-
sues of  equity and inclusion have been central to 
Nashville’s city identity. Over the last half-century, as 
Nashville has grown and changed in its population, 
the challenges of  achieving equity and inclusion for 
all Nashvillians have similarly expanded to encom-
pass issues of  race, religion, nationality, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, disability, gender, age, and wealth. 
As in the past, these new challenges have been met 

by the force of  enterprising Nashvillians who have 
launched nationally recognized initiatives of  advo-
cacy, awareness, and inclusion. In our constantly di-
versifying community, these socially integrative initia-
tives present models for Nashville’s future resolve to 
address both long-term and recent trends that slow 
Nashville’s progress toward greater social inclusion 
and equity.

Nashville is poised to enter its planning process as 
a city worthy of  emulation in many ways. However, 
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Fisk University student Diane Nash, facing Mayor of  Nashville Ben West on the courthouse steps before 
1,000 non-violent protestors on April 19, 1960, “had not prepared a speech.  What she said next . . . came 
to her like a divine inspiration.  Or if  not divine inspiration, at least a remembrance of  what Jim Lawson 

had taught them . . . to see one another as human beings instead of  enemies.  So she asked Ben West to use the 
prestige of  his office to end racial segregation.  West immediately did. ‘I appeal to all citizens to end discrimina-

tion, to have no bigotry, no bias, no hatred,’ he said.” 1

INTrOdUCTION



Tennessee Immigrant and refugee rights Coalition New Americans on the Hill day 2012.
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recognize and learn from models in the public and 
private sectors of  Nashvillians working to create an 
equitable Nashville; and second, to ensure that com-
mitment is carried into Nashville’s future. 

As Nashville authors its general plan for the next 
twenty-five years, we must confirm that the values 
of  equity and inclusion are central tenets of  develop-
ment. To achieve this goal, we propose the annual 
evaluation of  measurable benchmarks, an Inclusivity 
Index that can be used as a perennial guide for plan-
ning decisions and to evaluate equity in our city. We 
also propose the formation of  a public-private part-
nership dedicated to equity and inclusion consider-
ations. The Partnership will develop and execute the 
Inclusivity Index, ensure inclusion of  marginalized 
voices in community decision making, and encour-
age socially integrative initiatives in Nashville that 
manifest these goals. Establishing the Partnership 
will serve as the first step in making our commitment 
to equity and inclusion real for all Nashvillians, today 
and tomorrow, and in creating a strong, prosperous, 
equitable, and inclusive community to support Nash-
ville’s growth over the next twenty-five years and be-
yond.

Nashville’s work to achieve equity and inclusion for 
all its residents is not complete. Disparities persist in 
access to opportunity, infrastructure, and services. 
We reach this conclusion from multiple sources indi-
cating the need for continued efforts to achieve social 
inclusion in Nashville. Sources include Metro Social 
Services’ annual Community Needs Evaluation re-
ports, U.S. Census Bureau statistics about Nashville, 
local organizations and archives, our own recorded 
conversations with community leaders, reports writ-
ten for this paper by diverse experts and advocates, 
reports written for this paper by staff  of  two Metro 
Nashville government agencies, and media coverage. 

As Nashville thrives as a city, the mandate to ensure 
that all Nashvillians share equally in and have access 
to the benefits of  its growth is even more compel-
ling. Nashville’s strength as a city depends upon 
shared prosperity and the participation of  all com-
munity members in policymaking decisions for its 
future. Planning for the next twenty-five years gives 
Nashville the opportunity to ensure that equity and 
inclusion are solidified core values of  the community. 

Our purpose in this white paper is twofold: first, to 
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ON NASHVILLe’S HISTOry OF INCLUSION

react to. There has always been a challenge in the 
South . . . The ordeal of  reporting on events in 
the South was more of  a challenge, I think, for 
the southern journalist than for reporters in other 
parts of  the country.5 

The late Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist David 
Halberstam, a young reporter who covered the civil 
rights movement for The Tennessean, wrote that, at the 
time he joined The Tennessean staff  in 1956, The Tennes-
sean was “arguably the best and most aggressive paper 
in the South . . . I was then, and I remain to this day, 
proud of  its role in breaking the old Crump machine 
in Memphis and helping to bring the franchise to 
blacks and poor whites across the state.”6 

Our proposal for a public-private partnership is in-
spired by Nashville’s continuing mission of  becom-
ing an inclusive democratic community and arises out 
of  this history of  noteworthy action by both com-
mitted community leaders and public officials. Sev-
eral recent campaigns illustrate Nashville’s progress 
toward these goals.

We embrace the history of  Nashville’s and Nash-
villians’ many exemplary and pioneering efforts to 
achieve the ideal of  an equitable and inclusive com-
munity. Over a half-century ago, a group of  Nashville 
college students countered the tide of  segregationist 
hostility by creating the campaign of  Gandhian non-
violence. Their principles became the template for 
the civil rights movement, and Nashville became its 
training ground.2 Ultimately, Nashville desegregated 
its downtown in 1962, two years before national pas-
sage of  the Civil Rights Act of  1964.3 

These young people charted Nashville’s course as a 
city striving for equity and inclusion. In our more 
recent history, we have seen the ongoing civil rights 
struggle carried by expanded communities of  color 
and other oppressed groups. Nashville’s commitment 
to becoming an ever more welcoming and inclusive 
city is increasingly pressing as the population of  im-
migrants and refugees in our community grows at one 
of  the fastest rates in the United States. Nashville’s 
robust economy, affordability, and cultural amenities 
make Nashville a globally attractive site for businesses 
and people to relocate and settle. Davidson County’s 
population is projected to increase by 7% between 
2010 and 2020; its white population is projected to 
grow by 2% and its black and Hispanic populations 
by 13% and 51%, respectively, in the same period. 
By 2020, blacks are projected to comprise 30% and 
Hispanics 12%, of  Davidson County’s population.4

Current efforts to ensure equity and inclusion for all 
Nashvillians have not been without challenge. But 
those challenges have been met with the strength of  
advocates dedicated to overcoming them. Referring 
to the role of  the press during the initial civil rights 
struggle, John Seigenthaler, now chairman emeritus 
of  The Tennessean, explained: 

I think the ordeal of  racism has been something 
that we had to live with and worry about and write 
about . . . And the “southern way” gave us some-
thing to rub up against, you know, something to 
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Nashville’s Procurement Non-Discrimination Pro-
gram.  In 2008, the Metropolitan Procurement Code 
was amended to include a Procurement Nondiscrim-
ination Program. The ordinance was prepared by 
Griffin & Strong, the same law firm that conducted 
a Disparity Study in 2004, which revealed that Metro 
Government has significantly underutilized minor-
ity- and women-owned firms in its procurement of  
construction, professional services and goods and 
services compared with the availability of  these same 
kinds of  firms in the marketplace. 

Metro Government reaffirmed its commitment to 
assisting minority- and women-owned businesses by 
creating the Office of  Minority and Women Business 
Assistance in the Department of  Finance. The office 
is committed to assisting the development of  small 
and minority businesses in Nashville, recognizing 
that these businesses are a fundamental component 
of  Nashville’s economy. The Office has worked to 
significantly increase the number of  companies ap-
proved for Metro’s small business program and the 
number of  minority-owned businesses registered 
with Metro.

Standing Up to Hate. In February 2010, the Al-Fa-
rooq mosque on Nashville’s Nolensville Road was 
vandalized and defiled with messages of  “Muslims 

Defeat of English Only. One significant hurdle came 
when an “English-Only” referendum was presented 
to Nashville voters in 2009. The English-Only ordi-
nance would have forbidden Metro Nashville govern-
ment to conduct its business in languages other than 
English. When the English-Only ordinance was intro-
duced, Nashvillians quickly organized in opposition. 
A citywide coalition of  opponents maintained that 
English-only would lower the accessibility of  public 
services to international migrants, making Nashville 
appear to be an unwelcoming city in the global com-
munity. Its mission was depicted in the New York 
Times at as follows: “A broad coalition of  business, 
labor, religious, civil liberties, civil rights, and social 
services groups have joined together to oppose this 
divisive initiative. The coalition opposes English-only 
proposals not only on economic grounds, but also for 
moral, religious, social and legal reasons.”7  Nashville 
had become increasingly aware of  the issues facing its 
immigrant population in the early 2000s. Mayor Bill 
Purcell commissioned the 2002-2003 Nashville Im-
migrant Community Assessment which served to set 
the city on its welcoming course.8 English-Only was 
defeated in 2009 with 57% of  the vote.9

Nashville’s Non-Discrimination Ordinance. On 
September 25, 2009, Metro Nashville became the 
first Tennessee city to enact a Non-Discrimination 
Ordinance (Ordinance No. BL2009-502, hereinafter 
the NDO) “to prohibit the Metropolitan Govern-
ment from discriminating on the basis of  sexual ori-
entation or gender identity through its employment 
practices.”10 On April 8, 2011, the Metro Council 
expanded the NDO “to prohibit Metropolitan Gov-
ernment contractors from discriminating on the basis 
of  sexual orientation or gender identity through their 
employment practices.”11 Just one month later, how-
ever, the Tennessee General Assembly overturned 
the NDO’s expansion by enacting a prohibition on 
municipalities extending the non-discrimination re-
quirement to contractors.12 
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IN THe NATIONAL GAze 
Nashville’s Creative strides to-
ward equity aNd iNClusivity
Our central objective is to encourage Nashville’s 
continuing progress on its historic trajectory to be-
coming an inclusive democratic community. Space 
constraints prevent us from detailing all of  the many 
exceptional initiatives undertaken by Nashvillians 
toward this goal. The cited initiatives provide rep-
resentative examples of  Nashville’s creative capacity 
for developing and implementing innovative, socially 
integrative initiatives that draw national recognition. 
The examples illustrate the types of  initiatives that 
should be encouraged by the proposed public-private 
partnership.

Promoting Awareness

Nashville Civil rights room of the Nashville Public Library
Located in the heart of  downtown Nashville, near 
the former sites of  the desegregation sit-in move-
ment, the Civil Rights Room of  the Nashville Pub-
lic Library was established in 2004 with a donation 
by Robin and Bill King of  Nashville, during the ad-
ministration of  Mayor Bill Purcell and the Library 
Directorship of  Donna Nicely.14 The Civil Rights 
Room “capture[s] some of  the drama of  a time when 
thousands of  African-American citizens in Nashville 
sparked a nonviolent challenge to racial segregation 
in the city and across the South . . . [T]he students or-
ganized marches, held sit-ins at establishments where 
they had been denied service, and carried out an ef-
fective boycott of  downtown stores. The circular 
table in the center of  the room is symbolic of  lunch 
counters that were popular gathering places in down-
town Nashville in the days before fast-food chains 
became commonplace. On the counter surface is a 
list of  ‘ten rules of  conduct’ carried by the protesters 
during the sit-in demonstrations. A timeline displays 
significant events both locally and nationally during 
the civil rights era.”15  

not welcome” and “Muslims go home.” In response 
to the vandalism, Mayor Karl Dean and law enforce-
ment officials met with Muslim leaders to confirm 
that the vandalism did not represent Nashville’s val-
ues and to pledge that such acts of  hate would not 
be tolerated in the city. The words of  the Mayor, 
broadcast on local news stations, echoed throughout 
the Muslim community: “This act does not represent 
Nashville. We are a friendly and diverse city, and we 
celebrate that diversity.”13 

Nashville has a proud history to stand on as it looks 
towards 2040. We must continue our commitment to 
the moral imperative of  becoming an inclusive and 
equitable city so that all residents may benefit from 
our growth and development. The need for inclusion 
and equity must also be understood as an economic 
imperative for our city’s future. The demographics of  
our city are changing rapidly and Nashville will not 
realize its vision for 2040 if  current inequities persist. 
We must invest in equity today to ensure that our city 
can continue to thrive in the decades to come. 
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well as urban planning professionals. Mark Eatherly 
and Damber Kharel, refugee resettlement profession-
als working with Nashville Bhutanese refugees, pro-
vide a report on Bhutanese refugees in Nashville that 
is appended to this white paper. In their report, the 
authors refer to the illuminating depiction in “Next 
Door Neighbors” of  the transportation challenges 
Bhutanese refugees face in Nashville:

The program showed viewers the struggles the 
Bhutanese have faced since coming to Nashville. 
One interviewee, Shekhar Kanal, talked about 
transportation. He said, ‘In America, not having 
a car is like not having feet.’20 He talked about 
how it took four hours on the bus to get to and 
from his job; whereas, if  he had a car, it would 
only take 30 minutes. Public transportation is just 
one example of  how difficult it can be to access 
services. First, one has to learn how to ride the 
bus. Understanding what route one needs to take, 
knowing where the bus stops are, and figuring 
out to pull the cord when one wants to get off  
are things that most Nashvillians aren’t even fa-
miliar with. Think about trying to learn all those 
details with limited English and little knowledge 
about the city.”

WNPT has gained national recognition—and re-
sources—for its production of  “Next Door Neigh-
bors.” The Corporation for Public Broadcasting 
awarded NPT a prestigious Local Service Initiative 

The Civil Rights Room also houses original nation-
al network TV news footage, photographs of  the 
Nashville movement, and the Civil Rights Oral His-
tory Project16 which conducts and archives interviews 
with original participants in the Nashville movement.

Designed by the Nashville-based architectural firm 
of  Tuck Hinton Architects, the Civil Rights Room 
has received numerous national awards from profes-
sional associations, including the American Library 
Association (2006), International Interior Design As-
sociation (2006), and the American Institute of  Ar-
chitects (2006).17 

WNPT’s “Next door Neighbors” TV documentary Series
“Next Door Neighbors,” the Emmy Award-winning 
documentary series produced by WNPT, covers the 
achievements and challenges facing six immigrant 
groups recently settled in Nashville. The multi-part 
series reports on immigrants and refugees from 
Kurdistan, Somalia, Latin America, Bhutan, Sudan, 
and Egypt.18 An educational resource for engaging 
the broader community on immigrant settlement is-
sues, “the ‘Next Door Neighbors’ project aims to in-
crease understanding of  unfamiliar cultures, highlight 
the experiences and successes of  Nashville’s immi-
grants, and mediate a community-wide conversation 
about who we are as Nashvillians.”19  

“Next Door Neighbors” is a helpful resource for im-
migrant and refugee resettlement professionals, as 
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were confronting a new tempest: public opposi-
tion to mosques, rising hate crimes and proposed 
legislation aimed, they felt, at marginalizing peo-
ple of  their faith. 

Then came Ms. Suleyman. Born of  Kurdish immi-
grants and raised in Nashville, the chatty 26-year-
old activist had gone from mosque to mosque, tell-
ing doctors, imams and homemakers twice her age 
that they could no longer stay silent. “The older 
generation was like, ‘No, this will pass,’” she said in 
her Southern cadence. “But if  we do not speak for 
ourselves, who will speak for us?” 

“I grew up hearing this is the land of  the free.”25 

A graduate of  Tennessee State University with a 
Masters in Public Administration and a member of  
the Leadership Nashville class of  2013, Ms. Suley-
man participated in the founding of  the Nashville-
based advocacy organization American Center for 
Outreach (ACO) in 2011.26 The ACO was established 
as an advocacy organization for Tennessee Muslims 
following a wave of  Islamophobia that manifested in 
the Tennessee General Assembly as proposed legisla-
tion designed to limit the practice of  Islam in Ten-
nessee. In her capacity as policy coordinator for the 
Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee Rights Coalition, 
Ms. Suleyman helped mobilize, for the first time in 
Tennessee’s history, hundreds of  Tennessee Muslims 
who converged on the state legislature in Nashville to 
protest the pending anti-Islam bills.27 This legislative 
attack on Muslims was a striking new development 
in a decade-long legislative affront to immigrants and 
refugees. But targeting individuals based on religious 
beliefs presented new challenges and opportunities. 
Ms. Suleyman explained why she helped establish the 
American Center for Outreach in the Huffington Post:

I helped found the American Center for Out-
reach (ACO) in order to ensure that political 
leaders hear Muslim voices and, more broadly, to 
challenge misconceptions about Muslim commu-

Matching Grant for their Next Door Neighbors 
proposal.  NPT partnered with Vanderbilt Univer-
sity, Habitat for Humanity, Catholic Charities, Metro 
Nashville Public Schools, the Welcoming Tennes-
see Initiative, the HCA Foundation, and the Nissan 
Foundation in the production of  the documentary.21  
Two years later, at the completion of  the first three 
segments of  the series, the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting awarded WNPT a My Source Commu-
nity Impact Award for Engagement. On the occasion 
of  the award ceremony, Pat Harrison, president and 
CEO of  the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 
stated that “[n]ow more than ever, communities are 
relying on local public broadcasting stations for in-
formation they can trust, for connection to commu-
nity that matters and for a safe place where children 
can learn.”22 NPT President and CEO Beth Curley23 

stated, “We are extremely proud of  what we’ve ac-
complished and believe this project will have a lasting 
impact on Middle Tennessee.”24 

Advocacy and Community engagement

American Center for Outreach
Remziya Suleyman was described by Pulitzer Prize-
winning writer Andrea Elliott in The New York Times 
as one of  a new generation of  Muslim activists who 
are confronting anti-Muslim political opposition in 
the United States:

Remziya Suleyman hardly noticed the rain as 
she stood in April under the shelter of  a black 
umbrella in Nashville, waiting for the rally to be-
gin. She had imagined this moment for months, 
yet her mouth fell open as a bus from Knoxville 
pulled up, and then one from Memphis, delivering 
the first of  hundreds of  Muslims to her charge.

Many had never voted, much less marched. In 
their native land—countries like Syria, Somalia 
and Iran—protests brought dangerous repercus-
sions. But here in Tennessee, a place long con-
sidered safe harbor for Muslim immigrants, they 
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polarized public opinion and highlighted the unique 
challenges of  immigration in the South. 

The Welcoming Tennessee Initiative (WTI) is a pro-
active communications campaign launched in 2006 
by the Nashville-headquartered Tennessee Immi-
grant and Refugee Rights Coalition (TIRRC), direct-
ed by Stephen Fotopulos.29 TIRRC is a collaboration 
of  immigrants, refugees, and allies working to lift up 
fundamental American freedoms and human rights 
and foster an atmosphere in which all Tennesseans 
are recognized for their positive contributions. WTI 
is based on the idea that Tennessee is fundamentally 
a welcoming and hospitable place where many people 
remember and value their own immigrant roots, and 
can be moved to value the contributions that new-
comers make to the social and economic fabric of  the 
state. The project addresses the need for constructive 
dialogue on immigration through a multi-pronged 
approach that includes direct public education, use 
of  traditional and new media, and community orga-
nizing, all with the purpose of  encouraging conver-
sation, dispelling common myths, and highlighting 
positive aspects of  immigration. Project staff  helps 
convene local “welcoming committees” throughout 
the state and train individual “ambassadors” to deliv-
er presentations to community-based, religious, civic, 
academic, business, and other related groups.

WTI played a coordinating role in the documentary 
film Welcome to Shelbyville, which addresses WTI’s 
positive impact on this rural Tennessee commu-
nity. The documentary was produced and directed 
by award-winning filmmaker Kim Snyder and pre-
miered in May 2011 on the PBS series Independent 
Lens. The film “explores immigrant integration and 
the interplay between race, religion, and identity in a 
changing America, creating an intimate portrayal of  
a community’s struggle to understand what it means 
to be American . . . [and] is a recipient of  a 2010 
Gucci-Tribeca Documentary Fund grant and an of-
ficial selection of  the U.S. State Department’s 2010 
American Documentary Showcase.”30 

nities in Tennessee. ACO is a Tennessee-based, 
non-partisan organization that was established 
to inform, educate, and empower Muslims to 
become engaged in society by providing the as-
sistance and guidance the community needs. Our 
goal at ACO is to show that the average Tennes-
sean can take part in the democratic process re-
gardless of  religion, race, gender, or economic 
status. To do this, ACO aims to better connect 
the Muslim community and Tennessee govern-
ment, while also supporting individuals in be-
coming catalysts for positive change in their own 
communities. 

We also hope to change the Muslim community’s 
perception of  the political system. Many believe 
that the system is inaccessible and their voice 
does not count . . . However, I am in awe at how 
motivated and determined Muslim communities 
are to make an informed decision during this 
political season . . . We understand that political 
and civic engagement involves more than voter 
registration and voter participation. We at ACO 
are working to implement a sustained and ac-
tive effort to help guide our community through 
the civic process, while simultaneously providing 
them with the voter education and empowerment 
that they need, regardless of  their political affili-
ation.28 

Welcoming Tennessee Initiative
Between 2000 and 2012, the rate of  increase in Ten-
nessee’s foreign-born population was the third fastest 
in the country. The pace of  this growth has created 
some understandable anxieties in places where resi-
dents have very little context in which to interpret 
demographic change, and negative perceptions of  
immigrants frequently dominate the public discourse. 
Deeply rooted fears are exploited by everyone from 
opportunistic politicians, to white supremacist groups, 
to ratings-hungry radio talk show hosts. The wave of  
anti-immigrant legislation that swept through Geor-
gia, Alabama, and South Carolina in 2011 has further 
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nities expand the collective sense of  what it means 
to be an American, a Tennessean, and a Nashvillian, 
creating more political space for public policies that 
encourage diversity and facilitate full integration of  
immigrant communities.  

New Americans Advisory Council
In 2009, Mayor Dean created the New Americans 
Advisory Council to provide a forum for direct com-
munication and collaboration between the Metropol-
itan Government of  Nashville and Nashville’s grow-
ing ethnic, refugee and immigrant communities. The 
Council includes numerous immigrant groups as well 
as leaders from academia and business. The Council’s 
ultimate goal is to institutionalize itself, thereby en-
suring that these communities and government are 
always connected.

One of  the New Americans Advisory Council’s ini-
tiatives is MyCity Academy, which seeks to provide 
education and increased awareness among New 
Americans and Nashville’s broader international com-
munity as to how Metro Government works. MyCity 
Academy hosts a class of  New Americans who meet 
and interact with elected and appointed members of  
Metro’s government as well as Metro employees from 
various departments. In the future, the New Ameri-
cans Advisory Council will work with Metro to create 
a website that will serve as a portal for New Ameri-
cans to find information and ensure that government 
documents are available in a variety of  languages.

WTI earned national recognition in 2009 when it 
received the Migration Policy Institute’s inaugural E 
Pluribus Unum award for exceptional work in immi-
grant integration, a prestigious prize granted to “ex-
ceptional efforts that uphold and update the ideal of  
‘out of  many, one’ and inspire others to take on this 
important work.” WTI was one of  just four awardees 
selected from a pool of  over 500 applicants and ac-
cepted the award at a ceremony held in the Library 
of  Congress and keynoted by U.S. Secretary of  La-
bor Hilda Solis.31 WTI has achieved further national 
impact by serving as the model for similar initiatives 
in more than twenty other states, and by playing a 
leadership role within Welcoming America, a national 
network inspired by WTI and incubated by TIRRC 
until it obtained independent status in 2011.

In a context of  demographic shift, economic uncer-
tainty, and political opportunism, where newcomers 
are particularly vulnerable to scapegoating and mar-
ginalization, WTI reaches out to communities grap-
pling with change and creates spaces for people of  all 
backgrounds to come together around basic values 
of  respect and inclusion. By putting demographic 
change in a broader historical framework and lifting 
up and humanizing the personal stories of  new im-
migrants, WTI helps members of  receiving commu-
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will be a place for education, health services, entre-
preneurship training, culinary and artistic expression, 
volunteerism, community building, and events. It 
also is a smart way for nonprofits to share resources, 
meeting and training spaces and opportunities.”37 It 
will house several partner agencies, including United 
Neighborhood Health Services, Family and Chil-
dren’s Services, YWCA of  Nashville and Middle Ten-
nessee, Tennessee Justice for Our Neighbors, and the 
Global Education Center.38 The center’s tri-lingual 
interior signage (in Arabic, Spanish, and English) en-
courages the delivery of  culturally sensitive services 
to a diverse clientele.

The theme of  economic development and integra-
tion is an important rationale for the sizable federal 
grants that have been awarded to Casa Azafrán. A 
public-private partnership, Casa Azafrán is funded 
with grants from the federal government, corporate 
foundations, and other sources. As of  Casa Azafrán’s 
Grand Opening, federal government grants com-
prised 49% of  the $3+ million raised for Casa Azaf-
rán. In December 2011, the U.S. Economic Develop-
ment Administration announced a $1.3 million grant 
“to help build the Casa Azafrán Community Center, 
which will provide expanded business startup or ex-
pansion assistance” following the 2010 flood.39 

Visionary Human Services

Casa Azafrán
Casa Azafrán, Nashville’s new cultural center, cel-
ebrated its Grand Opening on December 1, 2012. 
Located near the intersection of  Nolensville Rd. and 
I-440, the one-stop-shop community-based center 
is in close proximity to the racially and ethnically di-
verse, “culturally interlaced” immigrant and native 
families who reside in the low-to-moderate-income 
South Nashville catchment area.32 For Renata Soto, 
Executive Director of  Nashville-based Conexión 
Américas,33 which founded Casa Azafrán, the new 
center “is both a project and a process emblematic of  
the welcoming spirit that Nashville has demonstrated 
to those who have come from all over the world to 
call Middle Tennessee home . . . Conveniently located 
near downtown . . . Casa Azafrán is the gateway to 
Nashville’s most international and socially diverse dis-
trict.”34  Symbolizing the mosaic of  humanity served 
by Casa Azafrán, a colorful mosaic entitled “Migra-
tion,” a community art project led by Nashville artist 
Jairo Prado, is installed above the main entrance as 
visitors enter the 28,800 sq. foot, $5 million center.35 

A nationally recognized advocate of  human rights 
and human services,36 Ms. Soto envisions Casa Azaf-
rán as a center that will “serve all area residents. It 
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itself  over the generations as an exemplary commu-
nity: its visionary and compassionate residents; its 
involved and active government; its creativity in the 
arts, humanities, and science; its robust economy; its 
generosity in philanthropy; and its area college and 
university students who continue to drive Nashville 
toward realizing its vision of  inclusivity.  

A Public-Private Partnership
The Partnership’s mission is to sustain and elevate 
Nashville as an exemplary open, just, and inclusive 
community over the generations.  It conducts its mis-
sion by pursuing three objectives:  

1. The first objective is to conduct an annual Inclu-
sivity Index that documents Nashville’s progress 
toward its goals of  equity and inclusion. Based on 
data analysis and broad community engagement, 
the Partnership should create measurable bench-
marks and goals for reducing disparities and ad-
vancing equity in Nashville. We propose that the 
metrics be evaluated and discussed annually. The 
Partnership will sponsor an annual event to pres-
ent the Index as a report on the achievements and 
challenges in human relations in Nashville, devel-
oped through a rigorous compilation of  statisti-
cal and qualitative data throughout the previous 
twelve months. A proposed indexing process is 
set out more fully below. 

Metro Public Health department in North Nashville
The Metro Public Health Department has served as 
a leader in creating several initiatives designed to ad-
dress health equity disparities across minority com-
munities in Nashville. Primary among these initiatives 
is the MPHD’s work in North Nashville, through 
which the Department has “learned that in order 
to better address long standing health disparities,” 
it must focus on “a community’s history, key events 
that have shaped neighborhoods, and people’s under-
standing and interpretation of  these events” as well 
as making sure all residents have a stake in commu-
nity decision making. The MPHD’s North Nashville 
initiative is detailed in full in the attached appendix. It 
presents an exemplary method of  service provision 
that considers both current and historical barriers to 
equity and inclusion faced by a community in propos-
ing means of  overcoming those barriers.

AdVANCING NASHVILLe ON ITS  
HISTOrIC MISSION 
a ProPosal For PuBliC-Private  
PartNershiP
Nashville looks to 2040 while continuing its historic 
trajectory of  striving to be an open, just, and inclu-
sive community. Nashvillians’ nationally recognized 
initiatives in awareness, advocacy, and human services 
demonstrate the tremendous human, organizational, 
and financial resources our government and civil so-
ciety can creatively muster to advance Nashville to-
ward this goal.

We propose the formation of  a public-private part-
nership (the Partnership) that will continue and 
formalize Nashville’s work to ensure inclusion of  
marginalized voices in community decision making; 
monitor and evaluate Nashville’s development prog-
ress toward equity and inclusion; and encourage so-
cially integrative initiatives in Nashville that support 
these goals. The Partnership accomplishes its mis-
sion by fully availing itself  of  Nashville’s comparative 
advantages in envisioning, designing, and sustaining 
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The Partnership will develop an internship pro-
gram and match college students with participat-
ing field sites linked explicitly to the functions and 
tasks of  the Partnership’s first and second objec-
tives. Interns may assist in research, policy analy-
sis, report-writing, event management, assembling 
task forces, conducting workshops, and designing 
socially integrative initiatives. They will play a pri-
mary role in the research and compilation func-
tions central to creating the Inclusivity Index. 

We propose that the work of  the Partnership will be 
performed by a private, full-time paid staff, partici-
pating Metro Nashville Government agencies, vol-
unteer taskforces, and student interns. Meanwhile, 
for-profit and non-profit enterprises dedicated to 
ensuring similar progress toward inclusion will rep-
resent Nashville’s private sector’s investment in this 
process. Participating Metro Nashville Government 
agencies with expertise in human relations and so-
cial policy research and planning include the Metro 
Human Relations Commission, Metro Planning De-
partment, Metro Public Health Department, and the 
Metro Social Services Department. The Metro Hu-
man Relations Commission would be tasked with the 
inter-agency coordination of  the annual research pro-
cess and preparing the annual report on the state of  
human relations in Nashville.

INdeXING INCLUSIVITy IN NASHVILLe
Central to the goal of  achieving a more equitable and 
inclusive Nashville is understanding and quantifying 
the challenges and disparities facing Nashvillians. The 
Partnership’s hallmark task, therefore, is to strength-
en Nashville’s capacity to track and promote public 
awareness of  trends that slow Nashville’s progress to-
ward greater social inclusion. By tracking such trends, 
Nashville becomes empowered and enabled as an 
advocate for the marginalized to initiate policies and 
programs for combating disparities and promoting 
equity. Similarly, if  Nashville is to envision and plan 
for a more equitable city in 2040, we must identify 

In order to move Nashville forward, the annual 
event will convene a series of  public workshops 
that will assess the state of  human relations as 
presented in the annual report—achievements 
and challenges—in each of  a range of  policy do-
mains. The event would also devise socially inte-
grative initiatives for advancing Nashville in these 
policy domains. Examples given in this white 
paper represent the types of  socially integrative 
initiatives that should be considered for advanc-
ing Nashville as an exemplary community. The 
Partnership may serve as an incubator for future 
socially integrative initiatives through the devel-
opment of  taskforces directed at particular issues.

2. The Partnership’s second objective is to create 
a forum to convene representatives of  Nash-
ville’s many diverse communities and stakehold-
ers to address issues of  equity and inclusion in 
the city. The Partnership will be made up of  
representatives from the following community 
sectors, among others: academia, the arts, char-
ity and philanthropy, clergy, grassroots leaders, 
health care, hospitality, human rights advocates, 
human services professionals, the Mayor’s office, 
Metro Nashville government agencies, and social 
entrepreneurs. By bringing these diverse groups 
together on a regular basis with the express mis-
sion of  focusing on issues of  equity and inclu-
sion, Nashville will formally demonstrate its dedi-
cation to continuing its legacy of  working toward 
the equity of  all Nashvillians. It will allow the city 
to draw from the creative wealth of  its residents, 
allow residents direct channels of  communica-
tion with government on these critical issues, 
and provide government an opportunity to work 
across agencies and departments in collaboration 
toward this shared goal.

3. The Partnership’s third objective is to mentor the 
next generation of  visionary Nashvillians, draw-
ing on Nashville’s historic comparative advantage 
as a city with a diverse wealth of  college students. 
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trated in the southeast quadrant of  the city and 
geographically isolated from employment and 
social services: “80% of  813 public and private 
social service providers in Nashville are located 
outside of  the southeast quadrant of  Nashville.”42  
The inaugural 2009 Community Needs Evalua-
tion performed by Metro Social Services found 
that between 2005 and 2007, African Americans 
and Hispanics were more than twice as likely as 
non-Hispanic whites to be poor.43 As of  2010, 
25.2% of  the foreign-born population in Tennes-
see was living below the poverty line, compared 
to 17.3% of  the native-born population.44 Addi-
tionally, nearly 40% of  foreign-born workers in 
Tennessee were earning below $25,000 per year.45

• Education outcomes are also indicative of  wealth 
and resource disparities. 40% of  Nashville’s Afri-
can-American children live in poverty, compared 
to 21% of  white children. To the degree that 
poverty is a predictor of  diminished school per-
formance, 36% of  black and Hispanic students 
in Metro Nashville Public Schools scored “pro-
ficient” or “advanced” in reading and language, 
compared to 60% of  white students. In math 
skills, 49% of  white students scored proficient or 
advanced, while 22% of  black students and 28% 
of  Hispanic students scored in those categories. 
Comparable gaps were recorded among black 
and white high school students on similarly re-
quired exams.46 

where inequity exists and persists in our government, 
neighborhood development, infrastructure, and pub-
lic services. By developing a framework and analysis 
of  equity and inclusion, we may then better record 
successes, identify action areas, guide our future de-
velopment decisions, and evaluate our progress. 

At this time there is no exhaustive analysis or store 
of  data that provides a picture of  equity and inequi-
ties in Nashville. We can, however, identify examples 
of  the types of  indicators that should be assessed 
and tracked to account for persistent and emerging 
inequities in our city. What follows is by no means an 
exhaustive analysis, but is instead a snapshot of  a few 
key indicators that illustrate the urgency of  why we 
must more fully analyze equity and inclusion and set 
measurable goals to reduce disparities. These include 
the following illustrative indicators:

Statistical and economic Indicators
• The accessibility of  good jobs and opportunities 

for career advancement is an important indica-
tor. Managers strategize, direct, guide, administer, 
and supervise the workforces of  the more than 
18,000 workplaces that drive the Nashville econ-
omy. Compared to their percentages of  employed 
Nashvillians in all occupations, women and ethnic-
racial minorities are statistically underrepresented 
among Nashville managers: women comprise 48% 
of  all employed Nashvillians, but only 40% of  all 
Nashville managers; African Americans comprise 
25% of  all employed Nashvillians, but only 16% 
of  all Nashville managers; and, Hispanics or La-
tinos comprise 9% of  all employed Nashvillians, 
but only 4% of  all Nashville managers.40 

• Unemployment and poverty are classic indicators 
of  inequity. The 2002-2003 Immigrant Commu-
nity Assessment of  Nashville found that Nash-
ville’s non-citizen foreign-born residents were 
twice as likely as Nashville’s U.S.-native popula-
tion to be poor.41 The Assessment also found that 
Nashville’s foreign-born residents were concen-

Women and ethinc-racial minorities are statistically underrepresented among 
Nashville managers.
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faced by these groups in Nashville today.

African-American Nashvillians
The group of  eight Nashville African-American lead-
ers represented the business, government, education, 
and civil society sectors and clergy. The leaders ex-
pressed deep concern with “[j]oblessness, health and 
education disparities, substandard housing, unequal 
pay, differential treatment under the law, and other 
inequities that disproportionately affect the African-
American community.” They asserted that these in-
equities “produce consequences with ripple effects 
including crime, increased health care costs, high un-
employment, overreliance on social services, and other 
public encumbrances.” Racial disparities in livelihoods 
and well-being persist as the unfinished business of  
Nashville’s desegregation movement, as suggested by 
the report: “It is a problem reminiscent of  Nashville’s 
civil rights era, but with the clear and present fumes 
from a highway that tore through a community’s hopes 
and vision. It is a problem that continues to shape the 
city’s landscape and the community’s consciousness, 
despite individual successes of  many members of  the 
African-American community.”48 

Nashvillians with disabilities
The conversation with disability rights advocates 
yielded similarly important insights into the issues 
faced by persons with disabilities in Nashville. Advo-

• Access to infrastructure and services and the 
tracking of  public service delivery can identify 
gaps that may perpetuate disparities. For exam-
ple, the 2009 Community Needs Evaluation’s 
focus groups with diverse families in need cited 
transportation barriers to securing employment: 
“In all the focus groups, transportation was seen 
as major barrier both when seeking employment 
and while trying to keep a job after being hired. 
They discussed the need for more convenient 
and affordable public transportation as a way to 
use services and to remain employed.”47 

With each of  these data points and others proposed 
during the NashvilleNext planning process, the In-
clusivity Index can track indicators of  social equity 
and inequity and provide insight on what disparities 
exist and how they might be addressed. 

Other Indicators of Marginalization
Some forms of  inequity are more difficult to track 
than employment and poverty. Interviews and docu-
mentary assessments not only provide important in-
sight into the disparities faced by particular groups, 
but also identify community-based, effective solu-
tions. Documentary methods include journalistic, 
academic, and private reports of  acts of  exclusion 
and harm, such as mosque vandalizing or other hate 
crimes; interviews with representatives of  minority 
communities; oral histories of  minority community 
members; surveys of  inclusive corporate accommo-
dations; and tracking the expansion of  rights through 
enactment of  new legislation, such as Nashville’s pio-
neering non-discrimination ordinance.

In the fall of  2012, Nashville For All Of  Us con-
vened Nashville African-American leaders, Nash-
ville disability rights advocates, and representatives 
of  Nashville’s Muslim and LGBT communities for 
open-ended conversations about social issues in 
Nashville. The full reports are included as appendices 
to this white paper. Each of  the conversations or re-
ports yields important insights into particular issues 
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tion of  the Muslim (and other) Communities” that 
is appended to this background report.53 The report 
provides a chronology of  anti-Muslim and anti-Islam 
marginalizing events that have occurred since 2005 in 
Middle Tennessee, both interpersonal and legislative.  
As the authors put it: “Marginalization takes differ-
ent forms … none more devastating than social ex-
clusion … when individuals and entire communities 
of  people are purposively and systematically blocked 
from enjoying the legal and natural rights, key to 
their integration, that are easily accessible to other 
members of  society. Such is the case with the Mus-
lim community in America and in Tennessee today.”  
The authors conclude their report by presenting an 
annotated list of  helpful resources and a 7-point 
program of  “best practices in integration and ac-
ceptance.” These best practices include encouraging 
inter-cultural and interfaith dialogue; strengthening 
neighborhoods as integrated, culturally diverse com-
munities with common gathering spaces; and encour-
aging elected officials, planners, and business leaders 
to consider the objective of  realizing Nashville as a 
“dynamic, multicultural, pluralistic urban center” in 
policymaking decisions.

Nashville’s LGbT Community
Conversations held with seven leaders of  Nashville’s 
LGBT community noted significant strides made in 
the last twenty years to ensure that Nashvillians who 
identify as LGBT “have a safe and affirming city to 
call home.” Among the cited indicators of  inclusion 
are the creation of  the LGBT Chamber of  Com-

cates asserted that, for Nashville “to be considered a 
21st Century community of  distinction, all planning 
and development decisions must consider the needs 
of  the disabled, assuring that these needs and their 
legal and natural rights are met.” The full report pres-
ents 13 recommendations for addressing the needs 
of  Nashville’s disabled population. Among these 
recommendations are increasing the mobility of  the 
disabled through improvements in public transporta-
tion network and service, communications and other 
technology; removing physical barriers in the built 
environment, especially in private-sector buildings 
and businesses; empowering the disabled by appoint-
ing representatives to organization boards and creat-
ing governmental oversight positions; and increasing 
the availability and accessibility of  affordable housing 
and social and health services.49 

This conversation’s recommendations are supported 
by the 2011 Community Needs Evaluation, which 
also highlighted an emerging trend in the growing 
number of  at-risk disabled people in Nashville.50 The 
2011 Evaluation predicts that demand for home and 
community-based services for seniors and adults in 
Nashville will increase for a few reasons: “The num-
ber of  frail elderly and disabled adults will increase 
during the coming decades (due to the aging popu-
lation . . .). The need for services will also increase 
because of  the increased likelihood of  older people 
having one or more disabilities, increasing their need 
for services.”51 Presently, Nashvillians with disabili-
ties are at great risk of  being poor—especially those 
who are age 35-64, and homemaker services for the 
elderly and disabled ranked among the highest pri-
orities in the 2011 Evaluation’s Nashville Grassroots 
Community Survey.52

religious diversity in Nashville
Since the 1990s, and escalating after 9/11, Islamo-
phobia has been a significant expression of  religious 
intolerance in Nashville and the surrounding region. 
Avi Poster, Tom Negri, Remziya Suleyman, and Kasar 
Abdulla have written a report on “The Marginaliza-
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munity. Between 2000 and 2010, the number of  im-
migrants in the Tennessee workforce increased by 
90.5%,58 making the foreign-born workforce 6.1% 
of  the state’s total workforce.59 However, as of  2010, 
25.2% of  the foreign-born population in Tennessee 
was living below the poverty line, compared to 17.3% 
of  the native-born population.60 Additionally, near-
ly 40% of  foreign-born workers in Tennessee were 
earning below $25,000 per year.61 

Local governments and non-profits in Nashville and 
across the country have been developing programs 
to match immigrant workers with good jobs as well 
as providing continued training to facilitate upward 
economic mobility. Immigrants are more able to 
participate and prosper in the local economy when 
they are given the tools, including English language 
classes, vocational training, access to higher educa-
tion, and assistance in transferring their professional 
degrees and credentials from other countries to the 
US. Similarly, addressing the barriers for immigrant 
children to succeed in school will also be critical for 
Nashville’s economic growth in the future.62 

merce, the presence of  LGBT community members 
in positions throughout Metro government, and 
the creation of  a gay business district in the Church 
Street corridor. 

However, significant challenges to the social integra-
tion of  Nashville’s LGBT community remain. These 
challenges exist in central institutions of  our com-
munity—the workplace, family, school, and health-
care. For example, according to the Human Rights 
Campaign’s 2012 Municipal Equality Index, Nashville 
scores 50 out of  100 points on LGBT inclusivity.54 

Hedy Weinberg,55 Executive Director of  the Ameri-
can Civil Liberties Union of  Tennessee, and David 
Taylor’s56 appended report documents multiple ad-
vances in the areas of  employment, public schools, 
and law enforcement, and concludes with eight policy 
recommendations for strengthening the integration 
of  the LGBT community in Nashville. These recom-
mendations include augmenting Nashville’s capability 
for tracking incidents of  employment discrimination 
and bullying in schools, increasing cultural compe-
tency training for educators, expanding services espe-
cially for transgendered youth, establishing an LGBT 
liaison in the Mayor’s Office, increasing the repre-
sentation of  the LGBT community on organization 
boards and in government, and providing domestic 
partnership benefits to Metro employees.

Nashville’s Immigrants and refugees
Stephanie Teatro, Policy and Civic Engagement Co-
ordinator of  the Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee 
Rights Coalition, describes the growth of  Nashville’s 
immigrant population and the need for community 
involvement in four types of  immigrant integration: 
political, economic, civic, and social integration.57 In 
her report, found in the appendices of  this report, 
she asserts that “[a]n important area of  immigrant in-
tegration, and one that is crucial to Nashville’s long-
term viability, is economic opportunity and integra-
tion. As immigrants continue to make up a growing 
share of  our community, their economic success will 
have a greater impact on the broader Nashville com-



Selection from the Human rights Cam-
paign Inclusivity Index.

Part III. Municipality as employer
this section is the most heavily weighted because 
it is an area in which almost every municipality will 
have extensive control and the power to do much 
good. it measures how cities treat their lGBt em-
ployees and the extent to which they require their 
contractors tod o the same.
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ceived diversity and cultural competency trainings? 
How many trainings are provided each year?

• Do employers have a conflict resolution program 
to address acts of  discrimination? How many 
claims are filed each year?

Public education
• Do public schools have anti-bullying policies? Is 

diversity part of  the curriculum?

• How does the on-time graduation rate differ 
based on race/ethnicity? Family income? 

• How are resources, technology, and funding 
for public schools distributed among neighbor-
hoods? Do patterns emerge between resource al-
location and neighborhood diversity?

• Have teachers and administrators received diver-
sity and cultural competency trainings?

• Are schools expanding and improving educa-
tional and social opportunities for students with 
disabilities?

Law enforcement and Criminal Justice
• Is there an office or liaison for marginalized com-

munities within the Police Department or Sher-
iff ’s Office?

• Does the Police Department track and report 
hate crimes statistics?

• Do all city residents feel safe calling emergency 
services? How does this vary by race/ethnicity?

broader Indicators of Inclusivity
In addition to the preceding indicators, the Inclusivity 
Index will encompass a broad variety of  factors de-
veloped from more thorough data analysis and com-
munity engagement.63 The annual report with results 
from the Inclusivity Index can demonstrate in which 
areas Nashville is succeeding in inclusionary policies 
and practices, where there are existing programs and 
projects to emulate, and where more work is needed. 
The areas of  concerns and metrics below may also be 
incorporated into measurable goals of  other areas of  
NashvilleNext.

employers in Nashville 
• Do employers in Nashville have non-discrimina-

tion policies?

• Do employers have non-discrimination and equal 
benefits ordinances for their contractors?

• Do employers offer employees domestic partner 
benefits, legal dependent benefits, and equivalent 
family leave?

• Do employers offer health benefits that are inclu-
sive for all employees and their families?

• Do employers have an office or liaison for equity 
issues?

• Does Metro Nashville-Davidson County Metro 
Government have an office or liaison for equity 
issues? 

• Do employers have program directors and staff  re-
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borhood improvement differ in more and less di-
verse neighborhoods?

• What percentage of  neighborhoods have access 
to a variety of  housing options, grocery stores 
and other commercial services, transportation, 
and public services? How does this access vary 
by neighborhood median income and racial di-
versity?

• Are tax incentives for neighborhood develop-
ment and revitalization distributed across neigh-
borhoods of  varying means?

• How are low-income and communities of  color 
represented in decision making regarding neigh-
borhood development?

• Is neighborhood development displacing low-
income and communities of  color? 

• Are neighborhood community members partici-
pating in decisions regarding tax expenditures?

• How many affordable, companion-based housing 
units have been created?

Poverty, Wealth, and Work
• How has the median income for the population 

over the age of  25 changed? How does the me-
dian income vary among race/ethnicity?

• What percent of  families have incomes at or be-
low the federal poverty level or a locally deter-
mined standard of  poverty?

• How has income distribution changed? 

• How many jobs have been created? What is the 
unemployment rate?

• How does the unemployment rate differ by race/
ethnicity?

• How is the city working to employ the under-
employed communities of  Nashville? What vo-
cational trainings and employment opportuni-
ties are available to disabled persons, persons of  
color, formerly incarcerated persons, and other 
marginalized communities?

• How is the city working with convicted felons to 
increase opportunity and decrease recidivism?

• Do high fines and court fees create barriers to 
resolution of  legal problems for marginalized 
communities?

• Are law enforcement agencies collaborating with 
federal immigration agencies? How is the city 
working to ensure trust between immigrant com-
munities and law enforcement?

• How frequently are persons of  color involved in 
traffic stops, searches, and arrests as compared to 
white persons? How is the city monitoring and 
eliminating racial profiling?

Leadership and elected Officials
• Are planning process and decisions made with 

broad and full participation of  the community? 
How are persons with limited English proficiency 
able to participate in decision making?

• Does city leadership reflect the diversity of  the 
population?

• When the city makes capital and other improve-
ments, how are the community’s goals considered? 
How are the outcomes of  these improvements 
measured? Are directly affected communities 
represented on city boards and commissions?

Housing and Neighborhood development
• How has the number of  homeless people in Da-

vidson County changed?

• How many low-income housing units have been 
built? How are these housing units distributed 
throughout the city?

• What percent of  renters are paying 35% or more 
of  their household income on rent?

• How has diversity in city neighborhoods changed? 
Are neighborhoods becoming more or less di-
verse? 

• How do more diverse neighborhoods access to 
transportation, jobs, and services differ from less 
diverse areas? Does public investment and neigh-
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The Partnership’s broader Mission
We conclude this white paper by recommending an 
agenda of  socially integrative initiatives for the Part-
nership to take on in pursuit of  Nashville’s historic 
mission. We derive these initiatives from the analysis 
of  indicators assessed in this white paper and present 
them as examples of  the types of  initiatives that may 
emerge from the Partnership’s collaboration. These 
recommendations should be read in conjunction with 
the recommendations made in each of  the appended 
reports from Nashville community leaders. These 
recommendations should also be considered along 
with recommendations proposed by the community 
during the NashvilleNext planning process.

Participating in the Management of Nashville’s economy
1. Research and develop a citywide program for 

further diversifying the management of  existing 
Nashville enterprises and/or capitalize on exist-
ing programs. 

2. Create an economic development policy for at-
tracting new businesses which have a proven 
track-record in corporate social responsibility and 
corporate philanthropy.

reducing disparities in the risk of Poverty
3. Research and develop a citywide workforce devel-

opment program that prepares socioeconomical-
ly disadvantaged Nashvillians of  all backgrounds 
and disability statuses for work and careers in 
Nashville’s robust “knowledge” and “creative” 
sectors and/or capitalize on existing programs.

4. Develop a citywide employment referral program 
for placing qualified, socioeconomically disad-
vantaged Nashvillians of  all backgrounds and 
disability statuses in good jobs with participating 
Nashville-area employers and/or capitalize on 
existing programs.

Services and Infrastructure
• What is the total investment (in annual city dol-

lars) spent supporting health, housing, and hu-
man services?

• How has the number of  low-income persons as-
sisted with services (food, shelter, clothing, etc.) 
changed?

• How does access and frequency to public trans-
portation correlate with neighborhood median 
income and race/ethnicity diversity? 

• What are the community impact goals of  service 
delivery? How are we measuring outcomes and 
opportunity?

• Are all city buildings, public projects, and vot-
ing sites located where all people with disabilities 
freely, openly, and easily negotiate their environ-
ment without any restrictions or limitations? 

• Does the granting of  building permits require full 
accessibility for persons with disabilities? 

• Is adequate support in place for non-profit orga-
nizations and other employers to support the de-
velopmentally disabled in obtaining employment?

• Is transportation being developed in a way that 
increases accessibility for persons with disabili-
ties?

• Are community members able to access informa-
tion about government and services? Are these 
access points accessible to communities with dis-
abilities and communities with limited English 
proficiency?

religious diversity
• Does the city collect data on hate crimes, includ-

ing vandalism to places of  worship? How has the 
frequency of  these crimes changed?

• How has the city promoted inter-cultural and 
inter-faith dialogue?
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5. In order to increase the accessibility of  jobs in 
the greater Nashville metropolitan area, extend 
public transportation job-commuting routes and 
hours of  operation throughout Nashville and the 
surrounding metropolitan area for all residents of  
greater Nashville. 

6. Develop a plan for strengthening the social safety 
net and for creating career pathways to achieve 
the American Dream, for all Nashvillians.

Promoting Cross-Cultural Understanding
7. Develop community-based public forums for on-

going inter-cultural and inter-faith dialogue.

8. Develop a citywide program for on-going col-
laboration in research and analysis between law 
enforcement agencies, diverse local clergy and 
religious leaders, human rights experts, and aca-
demia for understanding and preventing hateful 
acts of  religious intolerance.

9. Develop a citywide program for tracking discrim-
inatory acts against the LGBT community and 
expand training in “cultural competency” among 
educators.
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could help to explain factors contributing to the per-
sistent health disparities. 

The group focused its attention on the 1950’s when 
North Nashville was considered to be an opportunity 
rich community with a stable population of  working 
class African-American families, profitable local busi-
nesses, and a strong sense of  community. Over the 
course of  the next fifty years, however, these things 
changed and the community went from opportunity 
rich to opportunity depleted. 

The team identified several key events that in the 
minds of  residents had a negative impact on com-
munity. The most significant was the 1967 Sixth Cir-
cuit Court of  Appeal ruling in the case, Nashville I-40 
Steering Committee vs. Ellington.67 The case focused on 
the construction of  a 3.6 mile section of  the planned 
Interstate I-40 along its planned route through the 
predominantly African-American community of  
North Nashville. The steering committee, composed 
of  teachers, ministers, civic and professional leaders, 
as well as racially diverse business owners, was heav-
ily involved in organizing opposition to the planned 
construction, but did not have a voice early in the 
planning process. The committee lost their appeal 
to the Supreme Court, and the injunction that had 
halted construction of  Interstate 40 was lifted. Con-
struction of  the Interstate, in the minds of  many 
residents, dissected the community and contributed 
significantly to its decline. The steering committee 
had argued the point that building the Interstate as 
proposed, would be detrimental to the community.68 
For the state of  Tennessee, and the city of  Nashville, 
the interstate was seen as a lifeline with national and 
economic implications.  The Tennessee State’s Attor-
ney testified against the steering committee, arguing 
that the claims of  damage to the community were 
exaggerated and the resulting roadway would have 

APPeNdIX A 

IMPrOVING HeALTH THrOUGH THe LeNS OF rACe, PLACe, ANd POLICIeS
Kimberlee Wyche Etheridge, MD, MPH 
Director, Bureau of  Family, Youth and Infant Health, Metro Public Health Department

The Metro Public Health Department (MPHD) has 
led several initiatives that have aimed to promote 
health equity within disparate communities in Nash-
ville. MPHD has aimed to change the norms in some 
communities that seem to accept and expect poor 
health and the inevitability of  disease. One important 
lesson we have learned is that in order to better ad-
dress long standing health disparities, it is important 
to listen and to be familiar with a community’s his-
tory, key events that have shaped neighborhoods, and 
people’s understanding and interpretation of  these 
events.  It is also important to make sure residents 
who have a stake in the community participate in de-
cision making. An example of  this is the work that 
has been done in the North Nashville area.  

North Nashville statistically is an area where over 
two-thirds of  the children live below the federal pov-
erty rate.64 Many families struggle to keep a roof  over 
their heads, while sustaining a family on a meager in-
come. Residents of  North Nashville carry a dispro-
portionate burden of  chronic diseases like asthma, 
diabetes, obesity, hypertension, cancer, heart disease 
and stroke.65  One of  the most critical of  the dis-
parities in the community, which represents a conver-
gence of  the environment, the experiences, and the 
health of  the population, is the excessively high in-
fant mortality rate at which babies are dying. One of  
the worst tragedies a family can face is to be planning 
a funeral instead of  a first birthday party. In North 
Nashville, these funerals are twice as common as they 
are in the rest of  Nashville.66 

In order to put forth more effective public health re-
sponses to the health issues concentrated in North 
Nashville, a team of  public health experts partnered 
with academic institutions, community leaders and 
historians to study North Nashville’s history, and to 
identify critical periods over the last 100 years that 
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compounded by experiences of  discrimination and a 
legacy of  mistrust. 

The Racial Healing Project’s conversations about 
I-40’s negative impact on North Nashville and its 
residents were very timely. In 2011, plans were final-
ized to construct the 28th Avenue/31st Avenue Con-
nector. The bridge creates a needed street connection 
from 31st Avenue North in Midtown to 28th Avenue 
North leading into North Nashville. The connector 
was opened on October 1, 2012, linking the Ten-
nessee State University to Vanderbilt University and 
Belmont University and linking the Midtown employ-
ment center with residents and potential employees 
in North Nashville. The 28th Avenue/31st Avenue 
Connector not only accommodates vehicles, but also 
provides safe passage for bicyclists and pedestrians. 
In his comments at the opening of  the connector, 
Mayor Dean noted, “This bridge, connecting 28th 
Avenue in north Nashville and 31st Avenue in west 
Nashville, is more than just infrastructure, it is a sym-

minimal effect on the surrounding area, but would 
benefit the region greatly.  The courts concluded that, 
“[m]ost of  the evidence presented by the plaintiffs 
goes to the wisdom and not to the legality of  the 
highway department’s decision . . .”69 Work resumed 
on the project in 1968. When the interstate was done, 
it transected Jefferson Street, which had been identi-
fied as the heart of  the North Nashville community.  
Many cross streets were rendered dead ends, making 
it much more difficult to get around the community. 
Residents were cut off  from businesses and from 
their neighbors. 

In order to better understand community views on 
the impact of  the Interstate, the team completed a 
series of  informant interviews and focus groups with 
elders who were long-time residents in North Nash-
ville. The Interstate was seen by many who partici-
pated as an example of  how the community has not 
been listened to by decision makers. As a result, the 
impact of  the Interstate on the neighborhood was 

Figure 1:  Jefferson Street, North Nashville 1950, Racial Healing Project 2011 MPHD

Figure 2:  Jefferson Street with I-40 Overlays, 2010 Racial Healing Project 2011 MPHD
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gation offered middle class residents more choices, 
and as many of  the businesses that had flourished 
in the 1950’s were gone, years of  neglect of  aban-
doned store fronts and vacant buildings brought 
down property values and contributed to the flight 
of  middle class residents. 

In 2012 this once vibrant and nationally known com-
munity is struggling. The social cohesion that was 
once the strength of  the community has eroded, 
leaving concentrated poverty, waning opportunities, 
crime, a sense of  disenfranchisement, all of  which 
have contributed to high rates of  illness and disparate 
health conditions. 

Given the long and complex history of  North Nash-
ville and the burden of  disease in the community, the 
role that policy decisions have played cannot be ig-
nored. The community has seen many partnerships 
and community improvement programs come and go, 
often tied to short term funding. The interventions 
have typically targeted individuals, and have not im-
pacted the community as a whole, nor achieved long 
term sustainability. To truly achieve equitable health 
in the North Nashville community, change must be 
multifaceted, community driven, and must aim to ad-
dress contributing factors at the policy, systems, and 
environmental levels, as well as at the individual level. 
This philosophy has led the MPHD to apply for new 
federal monies to work differently in the community. 

In 2010, the Centers for Disease Control’s federally 
funded initiative, Communities Putting Prevention 
to Work initiative, (CPPW) awarded Nashville $7.5 
million in 2010 to develop and implement policy, sys-
tems and environmental changes to decrease obesity 
jurisdiction wide. The CPPW campaign provides ex-
amples of  how health equity can be achieved by pol-
icy, systems and environmental change interventions. 
The initiative sought to understand the history and 
disparities in the county, build diversity and capacity, 
and engage the community for strategy development 
and implementation. 

bol of  bringing our community together. With to-
day’s opening, we are literally reconnecting two parts 
of  our city that were divided over 40 years ago when 
the interstate was built.” 

In addition to the interstate system, over the course 
of  Nashville’s history, several key policies and grants 
have been used to shape the growing urban area. 
Several of  these had negative impacts on North 
Nashville. In response to the Great Depression, The 
Home Owners Loan Act of  1933 provided relief  for 
nearly 20% of  families across the county, who were 
upside down with their mortgages. Out of  the thou-
sands of  families that received aid, only 1% of  the 
funds were granted to African-American homeown-
ers. As a result, many African Americans in North 
Nashville lost ownership of  their homes during this 
time period. A decade later, The Federal Housing Act 
of  194970 set the stage for the leveling of  an impov-
erished North Nashville African-American commu-
nity that sat at the base of  the Capitol, and cleared 
the land, replacing the neighborhood with the con-
struction of  James Robertson Parkway.  Families that 
were displaced were often relocated to low standard 
housing stock farther north, and farther away from 
the growing downtown area. According to histori-
cal accounts provided by the Nashville Civic Design 
Center in their Urban Design/Policy Brief,71 Pyrami-
dal Zoning also negatively affected the community 
during this same time period. This zoning ordinance 
was instituted to protect suburban land owners from 
commercial growth and mixed land use, but North 
Nashville properties were excluded, sanctioning the 
building of  many types of  businesses next door to es-
tablished residences, which ultimately brought down 
property values. 

Another major factor that has shaped North Nash-
ville is the historical events of  the Civil Rights era. 
North Nashville students and church members and 
other activists were instrumental in the success of  
the marches and sit-ins that lead to Nashville becom-
ing one of  the earliest cities to integrate.  Desegre-
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Some of  the CPPW funding was used to provide 
mini grants in the community to address healthy eat-
ing and active living (HEAL) projects. These grants 
included the support of  community and school based 
gardens to increase access to healthy foods, a teach-
ing kitchen for the community to use for nutrition 
education and partnerships with faith based organi-
zations to encourage adoption of  healthier life styles.  
CPPW supported on-going training around dialogue 
and diversity as well as cultural competency and the 
increase of  ground level capacity building with local 
leadership. Listening sessions were held with com-
munity leaders and residents to identify priorities to 
guide the community action plan and its implementa-
tion. These strategy sessions resulted in the establish-
ment of  Healthy Corner Markets in recognized food 
deserts, as well as inclusion of  the Nashville Green 
Bikes program which has provided bicycles for resi-
dents to use without cost in key community locations. 
In addition, over 80 community gardens were estab-
lished in schools and neighborhood locations. Under 
the branding of  NashVitality, this initiative has re-
focused health improvement efforts on the creation 
of  healthier places, making healthy choices more of  
a default than an exception, and increasing the op-
portunities the community has to engage in physical 
activity. 

Earlier in 2008, MPHD became one of  two new 
communities across the country to be awarded a Fed-
eral Healthy Start grant. These grants are for place-
based projects to address disparities in infant mortal-
ity. The initiative, Music City Healthy Start (MCHS), 
has brought $3.5 million over five years to Davidson 
County. It is a data driven, comprehensive commu-
nity based initiative, focused on the North Nashville 
area in response to the high infant mortality rates. 
The initiative was constructed using the collabora-
tive work that has been done around infant mortal-
ity over the last 10 years. During this time MPHD 
spearheaded targeted community work focusing on 
changing the approach to reducing infant mortality to 
include not just the role of  prenatal care, but also the 

role of  social determinants of  health. Stakeholders, 
providers, and community members have worked to-
gether under the umbrella of  Project Blossom. Proj-
ect Blossom is a data informed consortium, founded 
to bring a community driven, multidisciplinary team 
together to improve birth outcomes and eliminate 
disparities.  This working group has identified limita-
tions and inequities in the perinatal system, and has 
worked together to develop solutions. The group has 
held annual conferences bringing in national experts 
to introduce concepts and best practices from across 
the country in order to better address equity and so-
cial determinants of  health locally. They have also 
included the role of  race, racism and poverty, as well 
as issues around the built environment, including the 
longitudinal implications of  the construction of  I-40 
as a risk factor for adverse birth outcomes. 

MCHS has developed a network of  providers in both 
the medical and social services fields within the tar-
geted area. They have established a venue in the com-
munity to identify local expertise, and train commu-
nity members to provide families with information 
ranging from addressing family nutrition and health, 
to improving financial literacy, home buying and fu-
ture planning around education and employment.  
The ultimate goal of  the MCHS program is to help 
build a healthy community by providing the skills, 
services and system level changes needed to support 
healthy pregnancies; families with young infants and 
again, to support the idea that good health should 
be the community default instead of  the individual 
exception.   

The Project Blossom participants also recognized 
that in order to help build North Nashville into a 
community of  opportunity, programs were needed 
that specifically addressed the needs of  men, espe-
cially those who were fathers and were dedicated to 
obtaining the knowledge and skills needed to give 
their children the opportunities and expectations of  
success that they often did not have growing up. 
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generations to dismantle.  The I-40 experience exem-
plifies this clearly. 

The negative impact of  the planning and construc-
tion of  the interstate has left a cloud of  distrust that 
has been a raw nerve for the interviewed community 
members for over forty years. In situations where 
community members have been brought to the table 
as equal partners, great advances have been made.  
There are places with similar histories where road-
ways have been buried, or even rerouted as a result of  
listening to community concerns.  

Having a better understanding of  history has strength-
ened the funding opportunities discussed above that 
MPHD has spearheaded. Neither would have been 
possible in application or execution without the pur-
poseful inclusion of  the targeted communities early 
in the process. These relationships should be estab-
lished and nurtured long before funding opportuni-
ties arise.  As a result of  this, CPPW, Federal Healthy 
Start and the New Life Program have been able to 
help thousands of  residents increased their health ef-
ficacy and benefit from policies that have helped set 
the foundation for equity of  information, resources 
and health, but to ultimately achieve it from the inside 
out. 

In 2011 MPHD successfully competed nationally 
for, and was awarded one of  eight new federal grants 
to focus resources on supporting fathers. This proj-
ect brought an additional $7.5 million to Davidson 
County over five years. Based on Davidson County 
data of  children living in poverty, often without fa-
thers in the home, one of  two primary focus areas 
identified was North Nashville. The New Life Proj-
ect (NLP), named by the men who contributed to 
the components of  the project, aims to identify and 
respond to policies and systems that discourage men 
from caring for their families. The NLP also provides 
case management to fathers, as well as skill building, 
job readiness training, parenting support, and life 
skills management. The program has been embraced 
by so much enthusiasm that over 500 men voluntarily 
enrolled for the services provided within the first six 
months.  Strengthening the family unit and the well-
being of  the children, not only improves the health 
of  the children, but also the health of  the community. 

The work that the team has done in the community 
emphasizes the community’s desire to achieve health 
and acknowledge the past while improving the pres-
ent and future. MPHD has worked to establish strong 
relationships with community leaders, and stakehold-
ers, which has made these kinds of  initiatives pos-
sible. Preexisting partnerships have served as the 
foundation for program planning and sustainability.  

Any work put forth that will affect a community must 
be done in concert with that community, and not in 
isolation based simply on the impressions and deci-
sions of  leaders on the outside. Partnerships must be 
symbiotic and must be willing to alter course based 
on the short term as well as the longitudinal needs 
that are being addressed. An example of  this is that 
in order to focus on infant mortality, the communi-
ty wanted to focus on maternal self-efficacy and is-
sues around strengthening fathers.  If  this step of  
engaging in community dialogue is missed, skipped 
or avoided, the role of  government is rightfully chal-
lenged, and the walls that are constructed may take 
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fectiveness, closing achievement gaps, and boosting 
overall outcomes.  

Nashville’s recognition as a worldwide healthcare in-
dustry capital stands in stark contrast to the health 
status of  its human capital.   While a detailed look at 
health outcomes in North Nashville’s African-Amer-
ican community will be treated elsewhere in this pa-
per, it is noteworthy that in Tennessee, the obesity 
rate among African American adults was 40.2% as 
compared to 29.2% among all adults.77 A similar vari-
ance exists in rates of  overweight and obesity among 
children in this state, with African American children 
and youth at 43.9% compared to 21.1% for white 
children.78 Heart disease, diabetes, infant mortality, 
and other health problems that threaten individual 
and community wellbeing among African Americans 
and the citizenry in general have prompted civic, po-
litical, education, and healthcare leaders to mount nu-
merous campaigns to reverse these trends and help 
make Nashville the “Healthiest city in the South.”  

One such initiative, endorsed by former U.S. Sena-
tor Bill Frist, MD, and a host of  local dignitaries, is 
Shaping Healthy Cities: Nashville, a two-year study 
expected to yield concrete recommendations for en-
vironmental, and urban land use changes designed to 
positively impact these and other health concerns.79

These data and other progressive messages about 
Nashville’s renaissance support the widely held belief  
that “rising tides lift all boats.”  If  the adage is true, 
several implicit questions arising from a conversation 
among community leaders on the status of  African 
Americans in the Music City might be, “When will 
the tide reach our shores?” “What’s holding the water 
back?” “Are our boats visible?” “Who’s controlling 
the flow?”80

APPeNdIX b 

FOCUS 2040: TOWArd A MASTer PLAN FOr NASHVILLe’S AFrICAN-AMerICAN COMMUNITy 
THAT TUrNS THe TIde OF THe LAST 40 yeArS
Caroline G. Blackwell, Executive Director, Metro Human Relations Commission

Global economic analysts and cultural critics agree: 
not only is Nashville on the rise, but it is a recognized 
destination.  The city is recording substantive gains 
on national and international measures of  economic 
expansion and prosperity72 despite a deeper recession 
than experienced by hundreds of  metropolitan areas 
worldwide.  Nashville has earned chart-topping status 
on popular livability rankings73 and was dubbed one 
of  America’s “Next Big Boom Towns” by Forbes 
Magazine.  In 2011, “NBC Dateline” rated Nashville 
one of  the country’s “Friendliest Cities”, adding to a 
variety of  “bests” the Music City continues to collect 
for the amenities it offers residents and visitors alike.

Even the sidebars in Nashville’s glossy cover story—
notably in education, job growth, and health met-
rics—are recording measureable improvements and/
or high-profile attention.  In October 2012, the Bu-
reau of  Labor Statistics reported a 6.7% unemploy-
ment rate for Nashville, lower than both the state and 
national averages (8.2% and 7.9%, respectively) for 
the same period.  While the city has fewer jobs than 
it did before the recession, the 33,000 new private-
sector jobs created over the last 10 years placed the 
city 12th in the nation in job growth in 2011,74 a num-
ber that is likely to climb as policy makers champion 
Nashville’s business-friendly environment.  

Metro Nashville Public Schools received a vote of  
confidence from the U.S. Department of  Education 
in November when it became a finalist in the $400 
million “Race to the Top” competition for innovative 
school reform plans.75 After years of  pummeling for 
failing grades on national achievement and account-
ability standards, MNPS became one of  61 finalists 
nationwide—and Tennessee’s only contender—in a 
group that is “setting the curve”76 on ways districts 
can apply localized strategies to prepare students for 
college and the workforce by improving educator ef-
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Limited financial resources:
Group members argue that resources within Metro 
and private sector investment have been unequally 
distributed, resulting in a significant economic divide 
between Nashville’s white and black communities.  
Whether measured by homeownership and equity, ur-
ban development, or political power, participants said, 
the African American community is lagging behind 
the growth taking place in other areas of  Nashville.

diminished political and social power:
Citing Metro’s shifting demographics, participants 
expressed concern that the political voice and clout 
African Americans once held has dwindled and that 
this trend is likely to continue.  As a result, partici-
pants called for increased coalition building and 
macro-level action to address systemic challenges in 
African American community.

Personal efficacy and self-determination:
By creating more leadership development and mentor-
ing opportunities, African American business, politi-
cal, education, and civic leaders can leverage their in-
fluence and help counter some of  the disparities faced 
by children and adults alike, group members said. Par-
ent education, promotion of  high expectations and 
accountability, increased focus on reading and critical 
thinking skills, and use of  technology and web-based 
resources were also cited as valuable tools for increas-
ing individual and community empowerment.

Collaboration and Advocacy:
The African American community lacks a shared vi-
sion of  economic, social, and political opportunity 
and development that can galvanize individuals and 
groups, participants said.  Consequently, leaders at all 
levels would benefit from joining forces in deliberate 
commitment to ensure equal access and opportunity 
in public education and other resources and services 
for Nashville’s African American residents, particu-
larly in neighborhoods where the tax bases alone can-
not sustain needed improvements.

Moreover, these questions are particularly salient as 
Nashville celebrates 50 years of  a consolidated gov-
ernment, an anniversary that also reveals fissures in 
perceptions about Nashville as a prosperous, safe, 
and bountiful city where socioeconomic opportunity 
is available irrespective of  race. 

According to U.S. Bureau of  Census figures, blacks 
comprise 27% of  the Nashville-Davidson County 
population compared to 66% for whites. Latinos and 
other ethnic minorities account for the remaining 
7%. 39% of  Nashville’s residents are black. Analysis 
of  2010 Census data further shows that on average, 
blacks in Nashville earn 42% less than whites.81  40% 
of  Nashville’s African-American children live in pov-
erty, compared to 21% of  white children. To the de-
gree that poverty is a predictor of  diminished school 
performance, in 2011, black students in grades 3-8 
scored between 25 and 27 points below white stu-
dents on standard measures of  proficiency or ad-
vanced placement in reading and language. Compa-
rable gaps were recorded among black and white high 
school students on similarly required exams.82

During the conversation among community leaders 
held in the fall of  2012, participants put a human face 
on these and other statistics with stories about Nash-
ville’s African-American community that bear little 
resemblance to the hip vibrancy of  the Gulch, trendy 
Historic Edgefield, or the city’s perennially alluring 
West Side.  “In 40 years, little has changed, people are 
trapped,” one member said, adding that there have 
been no significant construction projects in the com-
munity that signal hope or prosperity for children and 
youth to see.  Another leader added, “The African-
American community lacks connectedness.  We have 
been caught up in affliction.  There is heart-wrench-
ing violence, and hopelessness.” Continuing to list is-
sues facing Nashville’s African-American community 
today, the following themes emerged:
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5. Build affordable housing; scatter low-income 
housing throughout the city.  Destroy “hoods”.

6. Bring African-American parents back into the 
Metro Nashville Public School system pub-
lic education system.  Provide diversity training 
for MNPS teachers and administrators to make 
schools safer and more welcoming for members 
of  the African-American community.

7. Expand mentorship programs to develop lead-
ership in the African-American community as 
Nashville’s racial and ethnic demographics shift.

8. Work with felons; change policies to advance 
successful re-entry after incarceration.  Place a 
moratorium on fines and other court costs that 
become a barrier to resolution of  legal problems.

9. Collaborate with members of  the African-Amer-
ican community to build, maintain and nurture 
political clout.

10. Recognize and acknowledge the value of  major 
cultural entities such as Meharry Medical Col-
lege, Fisk, Tennessee State University, historic 
Jefferson Street, and tell “the other side of  the 
story” when these other markers  are threatened, 
removed, or fall into decline. 

Finally, the community members conversation called 
for recognition that an equitable and inclusive Nash-
ville requires acknowledgment of  human and com-
munity interdependence.  Divestment in one neigh-
borhood compromises the vested interests of  others, 
members said. Joblessness, health and education 
disparities, substandard housing, unequal pay, dif-
ferential treatment under the law, and other inequi-
ties, disproportionately affect the African-American 
community.84 The consequences of  these factors pro-
duce a ripple effect, group members said, including 
disproportionately high crime rates, increased health 
problems, high unemployment, overreliance on social 
services, and other public encumbrances.  

Thus, as Nashville continues its quest to be a world-
class city in every respect, it meets a world-class prob-
lem—how to bridge the divide that creates economic, 
political, and social prosperity and wellbeing among a 
largely white majority, and dislocation, disadvantage, 
disconnection, and despair experienced by some 
members of  the black minority living within miles of  
one another. It is a problem reminiscent of  Nash-
ville’s civil rights era, but with the clear and present 
fumes from a highway that tore through a commu-
nity’s hopes and vision. It is a problem that contin-
ues to shape the city’s landscape and the community’s 
consciousness, despite individual successes of  many 
members of  the African-American community.

What steps could Nashville take over the next 25 
years, to become more inclusive and equitable with 
regard to the African-American community? The 
community leaders who participated in the conversa-
tion offered the following recommendations:

1. Employ the kind of  tax incentives used to devel-
op and revitalize other parts of  city to attract eco-
nomic and cultural development to “challenged” 
(black and poor) neighborhoods.  

2. Apply the highly collaborative, cross-sector “Col-
lective Impact” Model83 to improve and enhance 
the livability and economic vitality of  North 
Nashville, particularly when public (tax) money 
is awarded to contractors engaged in economic 
development initiatives elsewhere in the city.

3. Provide neighborhoods with voice; consider tax 
programs that allow residents to influence how 
improvement funds are used in their neighbor-
hoods, thereby creating hope and opportunity for 
children who live in poverty.

4. Use community development block grants to en-
hance neighborhood safety by installing lights, 
signs, and other measures; improve public trans-
portation access and service in North Nashville, 
and other low-come areas.
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From a Birmingham jail in 1963, Dr. Martin Luther 
King wrote, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to jus-
tice everywhere.”  Demonstrable commitments in an 
equitable and inclusive master plan will help ensure 
the next 40 years will not be the same for Nashville’s 
African-American community.

Editor’s Note. The contents of  this document reflect 
the personal opinions and observations of  a group 
of  community thought leaders organized by Nash-
ville For All of  Us.  The conversation among opinion 
leaders was held on October 23, 2012.  Nashville For 
All of  Us is grateful to Community Facilitator Kim 
Johnson for ably hosting the conversation. Wherever 
possible, the editor has included direct quotations, 
and provided statistical data consistent with the con-
tent, tenor, and context of  the discussion. 

Participants in the conversation included
Ronald Corbin

Rev. Vernon (Sonnye) Dixon

Beverly Goetzman

Erica Gilmore

Gracie Porter

Oscar Miller, PhD.

Rev. Neely Williams

Kim Roberts Johnson
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people strive for and benefit from. This pervasive so-
cietal condition existed largely due to an inherent lack 
of  acceptance and communal understanding of  the 
plight of  people with disabilities. This is an attitude 
and condition that begot isolation for both those with 
disabilities and their families/caretakers and inhibited 
their ability to overcome the natural and imposed ob-
stacles and barriers society placed in front of  them. 
The years leading into the 21st Century were notable 
for minimal employment opportunities, a dearth of  
dedicated public services, the unavailability of  afford-
able and suitable housing, and minimal opportunities 
for quality social and recreational experiences. 

Present
While deinstitutionalization as a practice began de-
cades ago, Nashville has not kept pace with providing 
alternative living arrangements or services for people 
with disabilities, too often confining them to their 
own homes and limiting them to their own devices. 
Fortunately, the negative stigma has been lifted today. 
Attitudes and conditions have improved in the last 
decade largely due to the loud voice of  advocates, 
changes in public law, the beginning stages of  best 
inclusionary practices in our public schools, more en-
lightened city leadership, and a better educated public. 

No longer do the majority of  Nashvillians believe 
people with disabilities are best served in the most 
restrictive environments or have less value, are less 
capable, or less deserving than others. No longer is 
there resistance to supportive living arrangements in 
our neighborhoods for people with disabilities. Com-
munity planners now place a higher priority on acces-
sibility. However, largely because of  a lack of  pub-
lic will and dollars, the needs of  the disabled remain 
low on the totem pole of  community priorities. The 
reality is that while societal attitudes and communal 
conditions have improved we still have a long road 

APPeNdIX C 

PeOPLe WITH deVeLOPMeNTAL ANd INTeLLeCTUAL dISAbILITIeS: SerVING beTTer THe MOST 
VULNerAbLe AMONG US
Avi Poster, Founding Chair, Coalition for Education About Immigration; Board Chair, Rochelle Center

Prelude
People with disabilities living in our cities inherently 
and regularly face challenging and potentially insur-
mountable situations beyond those that others among 
us face. An enlightened government and society must 
consider and help people address these challenges. 
This can best be done through services and supports 
that will enable people with disabilities to live a more 
independent and normal life, one that is both reward-
ing and fulfilling. While many would consider this a 
moral obligation, it is, in fact, grounded in federal 
law, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), that 
guarantees equal opportunity for individuals with 
disabilities in employment, public accommodations, 
housing, transportation, governmental services, and 
telecommunications.

Introduction
As Nashville continues to position itself  as an attrac-
tive world-class city of  excellence, one that intention-
ally serves its business community and residents with 
distinction, respect, and concern, we must be mindful 
of, and consider in all planning and decision making, 
the most vulnerable among us – the developmentally 
and intellectually disabled. While Nashville leaders, 
especially in recent years, have boasted about ours be-
ing a welcoming and inclusive community, historically 
this has not been the rule with regard to providing 
opportunities for people with disabilities to lead full 
and inclusive lives alongside of  their neighbors.

Past
For far too long, America’s culture did not promote 
or encourage people with disabilities to fully integrate 
into the social, economic, and educational environ-
ment, denying people the opportunity to help sup-
port and sustain themselves or develop the natural 
friendships and interpersonal relationships that all 
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supporting the developmentally disabled. Non-
profits could serve far more people if  govern-
mental rates for reimbursement and other forms 
of  financial support were in place. Unfortunately, 
too many individuals are restricted to their homes 
due to a lack of  funding for enrollment in day 
service or the lack of  capacity and resources for 
non-profits to do more.

3. The development of  neighborhoods and new 
buildings must keep the physical needs of  the dis-
abled at the forefront. Strong governmental rules 
and policies for physical space in the business the 
city licenses are needed to guarantee greater ac-
cessibility for individuals with disabilities to goods 
and services often taken for granted by the general 
population. City planning should ensure physical 
accessibility as our city grows. While this is re-
quired by ADA, there is much more we can do to 
intentionally make our community truly accessible.

4. Additional affordable, companion-based hous-
ing is desperately needed in all neighborhoods. 
Assistance in purchasing homes could come in a 
variety of  forms including tax relief, support with 
utilities, and housing subsidies or loans. Builders 
can be encouraged to provide opportunities for 
housing through dedicated mechanisms such as 
requiring assigned space and creating tenant-lease 
programs.

5. Access to and use of  telecommunications by peo-
ple with disabilities should be considered essen-
tial. Infrastructures should be designed with this 
in mind. Training programs for people with dis-
abilities would assist in their inclusion, as would 
public financial assistance for the purchase of  as-
sistive technology.

6. There is a tremendous need for social and recre-
ational services for both those who live in resi-
dential placements and those who live at home. 
Other communities excel at doing this, so should 
Nashville.

to travel towards making our community truly acces-
sible, inclusive, and welcoming to those who are se-
verely challenged. 

While employment opportunities, structural condi-
tions, and accessible transportation have improved 
there is much more that needs to be done. Areas of  
primary concern include, but are not limited to, a sig-
nificant lack of  affordable meaningful-day services 
after children age out of  the public school system, 
limited housing and transportation options, woefully 
limited opportunities for social and recreational ac-
tivities, and a continuing need for training and em-
ployment. Until these concerns are adequately ad-
dressed, people with disabilities and their families will 
continue to face growing insurmountable challenges. 

Future
For ours to be considered a 21st Century commu-
nity of  distinction, all planning and development 
decisions must consider the needs of  the disabled, 
assuring that these needs and their legal and natural 
rights are met. In addition, all city planning should 
be committed to the principles of  full inclusion: the 
paradigm within which all people with disabilities 
freely, openly, and easily negotiate their environment 
and our city without any restrictions or limitations. 
For this to occur, we recommend that city leaders and 
planners, in the years ahead, consider the following 
when making decisions centered on the progress and 
future of  our city:

1. To ensure that the needs of  the disabilities com-
munity are met, create an ample array of  op-
portunities for people with disabilities, and their 
families, to have a voice in city decision making. 
Opportunities that would include, but are not 
limited to: appointments on city boards and com-
missions, especially those directly impacting their 
lives. 

2. Additional public and private support is needed 
to help non-profits do the community’s work in 
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environment for people with disabilities, we will not 
step out of  the pack as a desired location of  choice 
for businesses or families considering locating here. 
Other cities have fared better at this than have we. We 
have miles to travel before ours is considered a com-
munity that truly serves and treats its most vulnerable 
with the intentionality and care they deserve.

Editor’s Note.The content of  this paper reflects the 
opinions and observations shared during conversa-
tions and email exchanges between the following 
members of  the disabilities advocate community and 
the author.

Debbie Chadwick, Executive Director of  the Ro-
chelle Center

Donna Goodaker, Executive Director of  Progress, 
Inc.

Elise McMillan, Co-Director, Vanderbilt Kennedy 
Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities

Cecilia Melo-Romie, Statewide Spanish Outreach Co-
ordinator, Tennessee Disability Pathfinder, University 
Centers for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities 
Education 

Megan Miller Hart, Coordinator of  Education and 
Training Services, Tennessee Disability Pathfinder, 
University Centers for Excellence in Developmental 
Disabilities Education

7. There is a need for additional community-based 
workforce development and employment oppor-
tunities for the disabled. Quotas in large compa-
nies can be established and financial incentives to 
businesses can be provided to new and existing 
business to ensure that quotas are met. Public-
private partnerships are needed that will lend to 
collaborative efforts that provide job training, 
placement, and oversight.

8. While accessible transportation has improved 
and is now a core value of  MTA, much more can 
be done to accommodate people with disabilities 
by making transportation better available, more 
convenient, affordable, and accessible.

9. Support is needed to help cover the cost of  spe-
cial and assistive equipment, as well as the care 
needed, to assure cultural, educational, and work 
force inclusion.

10. Expand summer camps, social/recreational op-
tions, and employment opportunities for school-
age children with disabilities when school is not 
in session.

11. Our public schools must continue, at full speed 
ahead, to move towards full inclusion as well as 
provide a full array of  continuing educational and 
social experience until age 22, as required by law.

12. Create a dedicated city hotline for people with 
disabilities to access when information or service 
is needed. 

13. Create a city governmental post to oversee that 
these and other strategies aimed at inclusion and 
opportunity are being implemented.

Conclusion
While advancements for the disability community 
have been made, and while Nashville continues to be 
seen as an emerging world-class city, given the current 
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groups and individuals regardless of  race, religion, or 
social rank. Within our own community, the build-
ing of  mosques and Muslim community centers is 
met with a small but fiercely swelling resistance from 
an increasingly vocal minority of  local citizens who 
believe that any place Muslims gather poses a major 
threat to America’s way of  life and core values, when 
indeed the opposite is true. Many mosque founders 
and Muslim leaders today share a common commit-
ment to promoting an authentic and mainstream 
vision of  Islam that complements other faiths in 
America and supports American values. 

Past
Obstacles and challenges in recent years have pre-
vented our city from being an inclusive and welcom-
ing community for Muslims, a growing population 
attracted to Nashville because of  economic and oth-
er reasons.  For more than a decade, Islamophobia 
has been on the rise in Tennessee. In recent years, 
the flames of  tragic, racially motivated events, often 
fanned by vocal, opportunistic politicians and entre-
preneurs of  hate and fear-mongering, have led to the 
creation of  barriers that have made integration and 
participation in society very difficult. 

The following are a handful of  such notable events: 

• The Holy Quran was set on fire and, with human 
feces, placed on the doorsteps of  a Somali resi-
dent living in Nashville. (June 23, 2005)

• A mosque in Columbia was set ablaze and defiled 
with swastika and hateful messages including 
“White Power”. Three males were arrested and 
sentenced to prison. (February 2008)

• Channel 5 News ran sensational, misleading epi-
sode entitled “Inside Islamville: Is a Local TN 
Community used as a Terrorist Compound?” To 

APPeNdIX d

reLIGIOUS INTOLerANCe: THe MArGINALIzATION OF THe MUSLIM (ANd OTHer) COMMUNITIeS
Kasar Abdulla, Avi Poster, Tom Negri, and Remziya Suleyman           

Introduction 
For a variety of  reasons, far too many segments of  
American society, at one time or another, have found 
themselves marginalized. Black Americans, the poor, 
the LGBT community, Hispanics, the developmen-
tally disabled, and many others have, at one time 
or another, felt that they have been relegated to the 
fringes of  their community because of  who they were 
assumed to be, a refusal to acknowledge their rights 
or needs, or a rejection of  their beliefs or values. Mar-
ginalization takes different forms—none more dev-
astating than social exclusion—when individuals and 
entire communities of  people are purposively and 
systematically blocked from enjoying the legal and 
natural rights, key to their integration, that are easily 
accessible to other members of  society. Such is the 
case with the Muslim community in America and in 
Tennessee today. 

The purpose of  this report is two-fold: a) to serve 
as a reminder of  Muslim social marginalization such 
that we can work to eradicate it and b) to serve as 
a reminder that there are other marginalized groups 
within our midst, or on the horizon of  being margin-
alized, for whom we must to be prepared to intervene 
and support. 

Why focus on the Muslim community? Marginalizing 
an entire population, or an entire religion, is simply 
not good for America or our community. While the 
focus of  this white paper centers on Nashville’s Mus-
lim community, the commentary included can be ex-
trapolated and used in reference to issues and prob-
lems other marginalized communities experience.

Unfortunately, across the country we are witnessing 
hostility, which gives rise to fear towards Muslims, 
challenges the positive values of  religious freedom, 
tolerance, neighborliness, and respect for minority 
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Some Muslim parents have opted to home-school or 
place their children in private schools believing they 
will be better cared for.  Fortunately, there are signs 
of  improvement, giving the Muslim community more 
confidence that better times lie ahead. Some anecdot-
al examples that support this are worthy of  notation:

• Because of  Mayor Karl Dean’s positive response 
to the Al-Farooq vandalism, Muslims feel that 
they have a Mayor who cares about them. In re-
sponse to the vandalism, the Mayor, along with 
law enforcement officials, met with Muslim lead-
ers to assure that what happened did not present 
the values of  Nashvillians, to pledge that acts of  
hate will not be tolerated in our city. The words 
of  the Mayor, broadcast on local news stations, 
echoed throughout the Muslim community: “I’m 
here to serve, what can we do as a city to make you 
feel welcome?” This landmark response helped 
give rise to increased confidence that through 
enlightened leadership Muslims can grow to feel 
respected and appreciated.  The more people in 
leadership that recognize the value of  diversity 
and lend support to people who are different, the 
more likely ethnic groups such as Muslims will 
feel free to emerge as positive contributors to so-
ciety. 

• The Education Resource Committee, founded in 
September 2009 as an arm of  the Islamic Center 
of  Nashville,85 is working closely with Nashville 
Public Schools to implement concrete strategies 
designed to enhance parent engagement, develop 
curricula centered on cultural and religious diver-
sity, host conversations and training sessions with 
teachers about best practices in dealing with and 
educating ethnic minorities, and facilitating free 
and open dialogues among students. Action steps 
like these led the Director of  Family Liaisons & 
Social Studies curriculum instructor to provide 
concrete strategies for parent outreach, facilitate 
dialogues with students and faculties about how 
to recognize and understand issues related to cul-
tural and religious diversity, provide multicultural 

encourage viewership, the public was asked to 
“tune in and see if  a local TN community is a 
terrorist compound.” This caused a furor, even 
though viewers later learned the assertion was 
false. Because these lead-ins were aired during the 
Super Bowl, much damage was done to the image 
of  Muslims in the community. Three days after 
the airing the Al-Farooq Mosque on Nolensville 
Road was vandalized and defiled with messages 
such as “Muslims Not Welcome” and “Muslims 
Go Home.”  (February 3, 2010)

• nti-Sharia Law legislation was proposed in the 
General Assembly, a clear and intentional attempt 
to dehumanize the Muslim community and limit 
the 1st Amendment rights of  Tennessean Mus-
lims. (February 2011)

• The proposed building of  a Mosque in Murfrees-
boro created a community-wide controversy ac-
companied by continual vandalism and bomb 
threats and courtroom intervention aimed at pre-
venting Muslims from exercising their constitu-
tional right to building a place of  worship. (June 
2010-present) 

• Local and state elected officials have fanned the 
flames of  Islamophobia through legislative pro-
posals and anti-Muslim rhetoric. (2011-present)  

• A national anti-Muslim conference and countless 
anti-Muslim public forums were organized for 
the purpose of  spreading fear in Tennesseans’ 
minds about Muslims. After two major Nashville 
hotels rejected the organizers’ request for space 
for this convening, the conference was moved to 
a local church. (October 2011)

Present
Like so many other ethnic groups, because of  the 
increased feeling of  being marginalized from society 
and rejected by fellow citizens, Muslims are reluctant 
to fully engage in the community. Instead, commu-
nity members isolate themselves and are reticent to 
collaborate with law enforcement agencies and pub-
lic officials for fear of  mistreatment and retribution. 
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Anti-Shariah Movement, http://www.ny-
t imes. com/2011/07/31/us/31sha r i ah .
html?pagewanted=all&_r=0

• First Amendment Center’s report “What is 
the Truth about American Muslims?” http://
www.firstamendmentcenter.org/madison/wp-
content/uploads/2012/10/FAC_American_
Muslims_Q_A.pdf

• New York Times, “Generation 9/11” http://
www.nytimes.com/2011/09/08/us/sept-11 
reckoning/muslims.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0

Future
The future, indeed, looks brighter. Moving forward, 
we envision Nashville as a world-class city of  distinc-
tion - a vibrant, welcoming, and inclusive city that re-
spects and accepts the differences within and whose 
diverse citizenry contributes significantly to its eco-
nomic and social growth and stability. Nashville is 
indeed on a path to flourish both economically and 
socially, but in order for this to happen it needs to 
adopt and sustain the best practices in integration and 
acceptance.  

learning opportunities, etc. The more successful 
this effort is the more likely our community will 
experience cultural and religious inclusiveness in 
the years to come. 

• New organizations aimed at helping Muslims 
integrate as a constructive part of  society have 
emerged. The American Muslim Advisory Coun-
cil,86 founded on August 15, 2011, is successfully 
building bridges between law enforcement agen-
cies and the Muslim community while working 
diligently to organize interfaith dialogues to ad-
vance understanding within the religious com-
munity in Tennessee.  The American Center for 
Outreach,87 has emerged as a progressive and 
proactive political voice of  Tennessee Muslims.  
Muslim Youth Navigating TN (MYNT), founded 
on March 17, 2012, is a new Muslim youth group 
that provides volunteer and leadership opportu-
nities for Muslim youth aimed at steering them 
to give back to the broader community while, at 
the same time, helping them to be proud of  their 
Muslim-American identity.

• Several notable community organizations are de-
voted to interfaith and inter-cultural understand-
ing and collaboration, and promoting social and 
religious pluralism. Human rights organizations 
including, but not limited to, Nashville for All of  
Us, The Family of  Abraham, the Metro Nashville 
Human Rights Commission, and many others are 
devoting themselves to community integration 
of  all minority and ethnic groups as well as work-
ing to combat anti-Muslim rhetoric.

resources
The following resources will help readers better un-
derstand the challenges facing the Muslim commu-
nity today.  

• Center for American Progress, “Fear Inc.” 
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/
uploads/issues/2011/08/pdf/islamophobia.pdf

• New York Times, ”The Man Behind the 
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• Given that the acceptance of  religious and cul-
tural plurality is central to the future development 
of  Nashville, public policies should be adopted 
that ensures that all Nashvillians, regardless of  
their religion or race, are guaranteed the oppor-
tunity to worship and gather in centers of  their 
choice. For this to occur, it is essential that all 
government employees (policy-makers, adminis-
trators, law enforcers, workers, etc.) be provided 
on-going trainings in cultural competence. The 
more effective the trainings the more appropriate 
decisions will be made regarding a host of  needs 
of  our ethnic populations, including transporta-
tion, law enforcement, food services in our public 
schools, language assistance, design and location 
of  parks and community centers, and other pub-
lic services.

• Frequent opportunities for inter-cultural and in-
ter-religious dialogue can be hosted by our city. 
These forums would provide governmental lead-
ership with critical insight but will go a long way 
to ensure that the core values of  our city are cel-
ebrated and protected. 

• For many reasons, our city should continue mak-
ing investment in public school education the 
highest of  priorities and should add the creation 
of  leisure time activities for our youth to its agen-
da. Given that our youth represent the pool from 
which future leaders and citizenry will emerge, it 
is essential that we provide them with the best op-
portunities to advance their skills and learn from 
each other. As anti-Muslim sentiments have in-
creased, Muslim youth, in particular, have grown 
to feel isolated and rejected. Programs designed 
to educate all youth on the virtues of  multicultur-
alism and aimed at engaging all youth in produc-
tive activities when not in school can positioning 
our youth to better become leaders of  tomorrow 
and productive, contributive, embracing citizens 
of  our community. To this end, creating centers 
for social and recreational engagement in every 
neighborhood is essential.  

• City officials should consider how the decisions 
they make would lend to ours becoming a more 
inclusive city in which all ethnic and religious mi-
norities (as well as those who are economically 
disenfranchised) are helped to feel welcome.

• Planning decisions aimed at strengthening exist-
ing neighborhoods and building new ones should 
intentionally include strategies and mechanisms 
for economic, social, and recreational integra-
tion. The placement and development of  open 
space, the expectation for affordable housing, 
and the improvement of  transportation between 
neighborhoods and to our economic and social 
hubs must be considered. In addition, convenient 
gathering places should be purposefully designed. 
Schools can become neighborhood gathering 
places when not in session, local hubs in which 
programs can be delivered to help local citizen-
ry acquire language, technology, citizenship, and 
employment training and serve as a center for so-
cial and recreational activities. 

• For us to become a dynamic, multicultural, plural-
istic urban center the language of  inclusion and 
integration must be modeled by our city’s political 
and business leadership and adopted by policy-
makers and implementers such that the actualiza-
tion of  both becomes part of  the core fabric of  
future progress.  The more this is intentionally 
done the more likely negative and regressive at-
titudes about ethnicity and those different among 
us will be marginalized, rather than people being 
marginalized. It should be our goal that when-
ever those who hear about or consider moving to 
Nashville think of  our community as a model of  
inclusivity and multiculturalism.

• Future planning and decision making regarding 
the policy-making and economic development 
should include a mechanism for hearing from 
ethnic minorities such that their needs and opin-
ions are considered. This can be accomplished 
through focus groups and/or appointments to 
decision-making bodies.
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Closing
Our choice is clear. In order to avoid succumbing to 
the voices of  intolerance and ignorance and instead 
create a world-class community that embraces inte-
gration, and inclusion, a community in which Mus-
lims and other ethnic minorities flourish and contrib-
ute to our betterment, we have to adopt intentional 
practices that will lend to ours being a true multicul-
tural center.
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of  the greater incorporation of  LGBT voices in the 
Nashville political arena. While an openly LGBT per-
son has been elected to Metro Council in a district 
race, no city-wide race has been won by an openly 
LGBT person to date.  Mayor Dean has appointed 
openly LGBT persons to senior levels of  city govern-
ment. 

According to one interviewee, “None of  this prog-
ress would have been possible without an ever-grow-
ing and increasingly diverse network of  activists, aid-
ed by a rank-and-file, that advocate for a welcoming 
and inclusive Nashville. Organizations such as the 
TEP, the TTPC, the ACLU, HRC, and GLSEN have 
been vital to changing the conversation in Nashville 
and Middle Tennessee and paving the way for a sea-
change in attitudes.”

Nashville has taken great strides forward, especially 
in the policy domains of  employment, public schools, 
and law enforcement. Advances in anti-discrimi-
nation employment policy occurred first in Nash-
ville’s private sector. Among these model employers 
are Bridgestone Americas, Hospital Corporation of  
America, and Vanderbilt University which protect 
their LGBT employees from discrimination in the 
workplace. In addition, HCA, Healthstream, Willis 
North America, and Tri-County Extradition, Lou-
isiana-Pacific Corp., among others, provide domes-
tic partnership benefits to their LGBT employees. 
Unfortunately, most Nashville workplaces lack these 
comprehensive non-discrimination policies, but it is 
noted that the private sector has often led the public 
sector in the adoption of  non-discrimination policies 
and recognition of  the contributions of  LGBT indi-
viduals to their organizations.

A crucial community defining moment for public 
sector employees occurred in 2009 when the Metro 

APPeNdIX e

LGbT INCLUSION IN NASHVILLe: MOVING FOrWArd
Hedy Weinberg, Executive Director of  American Civil Liberties Union of  Tennessee 
David Taylor, Co-owner of  Tribe, Play, and Suzy Wong’s House of  Yum

Nashville has taken great strides in creating a wel-
coming and inclusive city for members of  the LGBT 
community. The progressive leadership of  Mayor 
Dean and Metro Council members and the excellent 
advocacy by human rights groups and business lead-
ers are strong signs that Nashville is a city dedicated 
to extending equal protection and equal treatment to 
LGBT persons. 

Our report on the status of  the LGBT community 
of  Nashville is based on our interviews with seven 
leaders of  Nashville’s LGBT community. Our report 
presents a consensus of  interviewees’ email respons-
es to our open-ended questions.

The Nashville of  twenty years ago is vastly different 
than today. As a city, we mostly embrace the LGBT 
community and recognize their many contributions. 
Today the LGBT community enjoys far greater vis-
ibility than it did 20 years ago. As one interviewee 
responded, “Nashville has proven itself  a leader by 
ensuring that its citizens who identify as LGBT have 
a safe and affirming city to call home.” 

Nashville has an abundance of  services, programs, 
and organizations that serve as outlets for a rich nur-
turing and cultural experience. The emergence of  the 
LGBT Chamber of  Commerce, media outlets such 
as Out & About and the Newschannel 5+ program, 
and “the creation of  safe spaces and venues for intra-
group dialogue” (e.g., the Oasis Center, OutCentral, 
gay business district/Church Street corridor, Nash-
ville in Harmony, and Nashville Grizzlies) ensure a 
healthy and responsive community culture. 

In addition, there are now a number of  members of  
the LGBT community who serve on Metro Commis-
sions. Furthermore, the recent political campaigns of  
several LGBT metro council candidates are evidence 
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LGBT youth.

 Furthermore, based on Metro Nashville Education 
Association’s recommendation, the MNPS Board 
also adopted a comprehensive non-discrimination 
employment policy that includes sexual orientation 
and gender identity. The MNPS system became the 
first in the State to prohibit discrimination against its 
LGBT employees.

Despite these strides forward, our interviewees ar-
gued for expansions in youth services for LGBT 
youth and cultural competency training for educa-
tors. As one interviewee put it, “with 22 MNPS high 
schools, there are only three Gay Straight Alliance 
(GSA) clubs….and according to GLSEN, the pres-
ence of  these clubs GSA clubs drastically increase a 
sense of  safety and improve the climate within the 
schools for all students.”

In August 2011, MNPS began to train its high school 
counselors on how to become allies for LGBT stu-
dents and strategies to create a safer learning envi-
ronment. Since then, over 350 MNPS professionals 
- counselors, social workers, and school psycholo-
gists - have received extensive training on how to ef-
fectively and respectfully work with LGBT students. 
Teachers, however, have not yet received the cultural 
competency training. 

The Metro Nashville Police Department has made 
great strides in strengthening its relationship with the 
LGBT community. Their rapid responses to concerns 
of  and crimes against members of  the LGBT com-
munity indicate the effectiveness of  Metro’s cultural 
competency training program. However, there is still 
the need for greater respect by the MNPD toward 
transgendered individuals who report crimes and are 
considered suspects. 

The Challenges Ahead
While great strides have been made in Nashville and 
are embraced by most Nashvillians, the Tennessee 

Nashville Council passed a non-discrimination ordi-
nance, protecting current and prospective Metro em-
ployees from discrimination based on sexual orien-
tation and/or gender identity. Sponsored by at-large 
council members Megan Barry, Ronnie Steine, Jerry 
Maynard, and Tim Garrett and endorsed by Mayor 
Dean, Nashville became the first city in the state to 
adopt a non-discrimination ordinance. 

In 2011, the Metro Nashville Council went a step fur-
ther and passed an ordinance requiring all contractors 
doing business with the county government to have a 
non-discrimination policy prohibiting discrimination 
based on sexual orientation and/or gender identity. 
Unfortunately, in response to this new ordinance, 
the Tennessee General Assembly passed a state law 
prohibiting municipalities and counties from passing 
laws that expanded protection for LGBT employees. 
A constitutional challenge to the state law failed and 
the Metro ordinance became void.

According to interviewees, there is broad consensus 
that Metro Nashville public school system is com-
mitted to creating safe environments for its LGBT 
students and enforcing comprehensive anti-bullying 
and anti-harassment measures. In 2008, the Metro 
Nashville Public School (MNPS) Board of  Educa-
tion unanimously adopted changes to the Code of  
Student Conduct to protect LGBT students from 
bullying and harassment. Sexual orientation and gen-
der identity/expression were added as enumerated 
categories of  protected classes to the comprehensive 
anti-bullying and harassment policy. 

This outcome was the result of  a year-long campaign 
by the Support Student Safety Coalition (SSS). First 
organized in 2007 and assisted by the ACLU-TN, 
current and former high school students mobilized 
to ensure that all MNPS students had access to pub-
lic education that was safe and free from discrimi-
nation. The city-wide campaign increased awareness 
about the negative impact of  bullying in schools and 
the need for a comprehensive policy that protected 
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Conclusion
Nashville has the opportunity to implement policies 
that will distinguish itself  as a welcoming and inclu-
sive city for LGBT individuals. Realizing this vision 
depends on the leadership of  elected officials and the 
collective and compassionate voices of  business, hu-
man rights, and faith leaders as well as the active par-
ticipation of  Nashville residents. A city committed to 
LGBT equality will ensure a thriving city and Nash-
ville’s growth as an attractive site for new investment 
in the knowledge and creative sectors. 

recommendations 
Incorporating the following recommendations into 
the Nashville 2040 General Plan are critical for sus-
tained success to ensure a diverse, welcoming and in-
clusive city for LGBT Individuals: 

1. Secure domestic partnership benefits for Metro 
employees; 

2. Continue to appoint openly LGBT people to 
Metro boards; include LGBT people in the May-
or’s senior staff  and other leadership positions 
within city government;

3. Create a LGBT liaison position within Mayor’s 
Office and the Police Department;

4. Provide annual training for Metro Nashville Pub-
lic School System educators on how to effectively 
and respectfully work with LGBT students, in-
cluding resources about anti-bullying initiatives 
to protect all students, including LGBT students;

5. Create a mechanism to track incidents of  em-
ployment discrimination based on sexual orienta-
tion and gender identity in both the public and 
private sectors;

6. Create and implement a mechanism to track in-
cidents of  bullying in public school settings and 
respond effectively; 

General Assembly remains hostile to LGBT issues 
as they relate to employment discrimination, bullying 
in schools, and family well-being. The ability of  the 
State Legislature to void a local ordinance providing 
expanded protection is troubling and requires state-
wide mobilization to challenge these types of  assaults.

What is more, a culture of  homophobia is perva-
sive in many schools, workplaces, and communities. 
Homophobia is expressed in the myriad of  often 
undetected acts of  intolerance, such as bullying, ex-
clusionary and abusive co-worker relations, unequal 
treatment of  LGBT families under the law, and in-
accessibility of  family-friendly social welfare benefits 
for LGBT families.

Even greater strides need to be made in integrating 
the transgendered community, especially youth, into 
Nashville. As one interviewee explained, “Transgen-
der youth are the most misunderstood population…
and present more often in a state of  crisis than their 
LGB counterparts.” In addition, the lack of  gender 
neutral bathrooms and locker rooms and shelters cre-
ate additional safety and security issues.

At this time, transgendered Nashvillians have yet to 
be appointed or elected to positions in government, 
although a transgendered Nashvillian has been elect-
ed a Delegate to the Democratic National Conven-
tion as well as a District Representative of  the David-
son County Democratic Party.

We must continue to seek anti-discrimination protec-
tions for LGBT people in the private employment 
sector, in housing, in schools, as well as equal rights 
for same-sex couples and LGBT families. Religious 
intolerance remains a serious obstacle to fully real-
izing the social integration of  the LGBT community 
in Nashville. Most importantly, as an interviewee 
described, we need to create “enduring attitudinal 
change” (i.e. change the hearts and minds of  the pub-
lic) in order to ensure the continued integration of  
the LGBT community in Nashville.
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ty in the public and private workplace and pursue 
investigations;

8. Provide continued “cultural competency” train-
ing and resources for MNPS and MNPD  on 
LGBT Issues, especially as it relates to the trans-
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gan arriving in the summer of  2008 and are quickly 
becoming one of  the largest refugee populations in 
Nashville. Their current number is estimated to be 
1,250. The program showed viewers the struggles the 
Bhutanese have faced since coming to Nashville. One 
interviewee, Shekhar Kanal, talked about transporta-
tion. He said, “In America, not having a car is like 
not having feet.”91 He talked about how it took four 
hours on the bus to get to and from his job; whereas, 
if  he had a car, it would only take 30 minutes. Public 
transportation is just one example of  how difficult it 
can be to access services. First, one has to learn how 
to ride the bus. Understanding what route one needs 
to take, knowing where the bus stops are, and figur-
ing out to pull the cord when one wants to get off  
are things that most Nashvillians aren’t even familiar 
with. Think about trying to learn all those details with 
limited English and little knowledge about the city. 

A recent study done by the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention and the Refugee Health Technical 
Assistance Center on the alarming suicide rate among 
the Bhutanese in the US reiterates the hardships faced 
by this community. Between 2009 and 2012, sixteen 
Bhutanese refugees committed suicide. Two of  the 
sixteen suicides happened in Nashville. The percent-
age of  these suicides compared to the size of  the 
community is almost double that of  the national and 
global suicide rates. Families of  the deceased and oth-
er community members were interviewed about what 
they believed the central causes of  the suicides were. 
These are the top four: “language barriers (77%), 
worries about family back home (57%), separation 
from family (43%), and difficulty maintaining cultural 
and religious traditions (43%).”One of  the key rec-
ommendations the report makes for stemming the 
tide is “strengthen[ing] community structures and 
expand[ing] programs for newly arrived persons 

APPeNdIX F 

INNOVATING INCLUSION FOr reFUGeeS IN NASHVILLe: THe STrUGGLeS bHUTANeSe reFUGeeS 
FACe ANd NPT’S GrOUNdbreAkING PrOJeCT TO dOCUMeNT THeIr PLIGHT
Mark Eatherly, Refugee Integration Coordinator, Nashville International Center for Empowerment  
Damber Kharel, Refugee Integration Liaison, Nashville International Center for Empowerment

Based on data from the Tennessee Office for Refu-
gees88 and the Tennessee Department of  Human 
Services89, approximately 6,680 refugees were re-
settled to Davidson County between 2000 and 2010. 
According to 2010 census data,90 the population of  
Davidson County increased by 56,790 new residents 
in the same time period. Therefore, about 12% of  
Nashville’s population increase can be attributed to 
refugee resettlement. These statistics reveal that refu-
gees will play a significant role in Nashville’s future. 
Thus, as the city looks forward, it should ensure that 
refugees are part of  the conversation. 

Refugees face myriad challenges when resettled to the 
United States. After living in a refugee camp for many 
years where bureaucracy is almost non-existent, com-
ing to a city where bureaucracy is king can be daunt-
ing. Imagine trying to find the services you need and 
accessing them without speaking English, having a 
car, understanding the forms, knowing what is essen-
tial, or the knowledge that those services even exist. 
Ask yourself  if  you had just moved into your home 
with absolutely no knowledge about the city you were 
in, no car, and no English proficiency, how would you 
figure out where to go to find food, a doctor, the bus, 
a job, or a school? And, even if  you did find them, 
how would you access them? Refugee resettlement 
agencies assist refugees with these issues, but it’s not 
as if  they are going to learn English, have the money 
to buy a car, or figure out where everything is within 
the few months they are being served by these agen-
cies. With refugees, navigating the system is the big-
gest challenge.

Nashville Public Television’s Emmy winning series 
called Next Door Neighbors puts this situation into 
perspective. One of  these specials focused on the 
Bhutanese refugees in Nashville. The Bhutanese be-
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that address post-resettlement isolation, non-clinical 
interventions in the context of  Bhutanese culture, 
vocational training and community engagement.”92 
Clearly, Nashville must take steps to better integrate 
and engage the Bhutanese and other refugee popula-
tions. 

To put it simply, Nashville has to figure out a way 
to make itself  more accessible to those that are new 
here. Essential services should not be so arduous to 
navigate. Language barriers must be resolved. Cul-
tural competency on both sides should be promoted. 
And, the infrastructure in areas where the major-
ity of  refugees live needs to be taken into account 
when planning for the city’s future. If  refugees could 
all understand the forms they have to fill out, were 
able to easily travel to appointments and jobs, could 
read their mail, could talk on the phone with Eng-
lish speakers, could figure out where to go when they 
need to do or find certain things, and could ensure 
that their children are prepared for life here, then 
they would be able to integrate much faster and, thus, 
make great strides in allowing everyone in Nashville 
to move forward together.
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the unique barriers that immigrants face to full par-
ticipation and integration, cities are better equipped 
to adapt and respond.

Davidson County has been responding to the grow-
ing immigrant population by creating programs and 
modifying existing infrastructure to ensure that New 
Americans are welcomed into our county. For exam-
ple, Nashville facilitated its first My City Academy in 
2012, whereby immigrant community leaders learned 
more about how the county government is organized 
and the services provided by each office. My City 
Academy was organized by the Mayor’s New Ameri-
cans Advisory Council, which was formed in 2009 
to advise the city on issues of  immigrant integration.

economic Integration: Immigrant Workers and entrepre-
neurs 
An important area of  immigrant integration, and 
one that is crucial to Nashville’s long-term viability, 
is economic opportunity and integration. As immi-
grants continue to make up a growing share of  our 
community, their economic success will have a great-
er impact on the broader Nashville community. Be-
tween 2000 and 2010, the number of  immigrants in 
the Tennessee workforce increased by 90.5%,97 mak-
ing the foreign-born workforce 6.1% of  the state’s 
total workforce.98 However, as of  2010, 25.2% of  
the foreign-born population in Tennessee was living 
below the poverty line, compared to 17.3% of  the 
native-born population.99 Additionally, nearly 40% of  
foreign-born workers in Tennessee were earning be-
low $25,000 per year.100 

Local governments and non-profits in Nashville and 
across the country have been developing programs 
to match immigrant workers with good jobs as well 
as providing continued training to facilitate upward 
economic mobility. Immigrants are more able to 

APPeNdIX G 

PrOMOTING IMMIGrANT INTeGrATION IN MeTrO NASHVILLe
Stephanie Teatro, Policy and Civic Engagement Coordinator, Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee Rights Coalition

Nashville’s New Americans
Over the last decade, Tennessee has had the third fast-
est-growing foreign-born population of  all the states 
in the U.S. Between 2000 and 2010, the foreign-born 
population of  Tennessee increased by 81.8%, bring-
ing the total immigrant population to nearly 300,000 
persons.93 In Nashville, nearly 12% of  our population 
is foreign-born. In addition to population size, the 
economic, social, and cultural benefits of  an increas-
ingly diverse population are also growing. In 2010, 
the overall purchasing power of  Tennessee’s grow-
ing Latino population was $6.1 billion. As of  2007, 
our state had nearly 20,000 Asian- and Latino-owned 
businesses that employed more than 38,000 Tennes-
seans and sold more than $5.4 billion.94 

To ensure our city’s success in the future, we must 
invest in New Americans today. Our city has the op-
portunity to create bold and innovative programs and 
policies that welcome and support immigrant inte-
gration to the benefit of  the entire community. This 
paper aims to provide an overview of  opportunities 
and models for immigrant integration. 

Local Governments and Immigrant Integration
Immigrant integration is the responsibility of  the en-
tire community, but local governments have a special 
role to play in ensuring that New Americans can fully 
participate and contribute. Cities and counties across 
the country have taken the lead by creating and in-
vesting in programs that facilitate economic and so-
cial integration of  immigrants, and ensuring that im-
migrants have equal access to government programs 
and services.95 Similarly, local governments have been 
passing ordinances that limit the collaboration be-
tween local law enforcement and federal immigration 
agencies, recognizing that such collaboration under-
mines trust between immigrant communities and lo-
cal police and emergency services.96 By learning about 
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citizens.108 Non-profits and local governments across 
the country are working to reduce barriers to citizen-
ship and encourage eligible immigrants to natural-
ize.109

Social Integration: engaging receiving Communities
While New Americans and local governments have 
a large role to play, successful immigrant integration 
also engages receiving communities in the process. 
Nashville has already developed some successful pro-
grams to facilitate cultural sharing and understanding 
in our community—most notably the annual Cele-
brate Nashville cultural celebration. By educating the 
entire Nashville community about immigration and 
immigrant integration, we can build a more welcom-
ing Tennessee that thrives on the participation and 
contribution of  all our residents.110 

Conclusion
As we look into the future of  our city and our region, 
it is imperative that we be thoughtful and innovative 
about how we realize the full potential of  the immi-
grant community in Tennessee. Our whole city will 
be stronger when everyone can fully participate and 
contribute.

participate and prosper in the local economy when 
they are given the tools, including English language 
classes, vocational training, access to higher educa-
tion, and assistance in transferring their professional 
degrees and credentials from other countries to the 
U.S.101 Similarly, addressing the barriers for immigrant 
children to succeed in school will also be critical for 
Nashville’s economic growth in the future.102 

Nationally, immigration and immigrant entrepreneur-
ism have proven to be a great economic driver that 
can benefit the whole community. In 2011, immi-
grant entrepreneurs established 18% of  all Fortune 
500 companies in the United States and founded or 
co-founded 25.3% of  science and technology firms 
in the United States.103 In 2010, research showed that 
immigrants were more than twice as likely as US-born 
persons to start their own businesses.104 

Successful and proactive economic integration at its 
base facilitates the participation of  immigrant com-
munities into existing financial structures—tax sys-
tems, home ownerships, banking services,105 etc. At 
its best, economic integration helps immigrant fami-
lies to not only survive and participate in a new eco-
nomic system, but also to prosper. 

Civic Integration: Promoting Naturalization
The rate of  naturalization of  immigrants can serve as 
a key indicator of  immigrant integration. Citizenship 
removes the final barriers to many jobs and govern-
ment services and gives immigrants the right to vote. 
As of  2010, only 33.5% of  immigrants in Tennessee 
were naturalized U.S. citizens.106 According to Rob 
Paral and Associates, there are more than 20,000 Le-
gal Permanent Residents that may eligible for citizen-
ship in Davidson County alone. Foreign-born people 
in Tennessee that were naturalized citizens were more 
likely than noncitizens to have a bachelor’s or higher 
degree (34.8% compared to 20.6 percent).107 The rate 
of  poverty between citizens and noncitizens is also 
quite wide: 31.6% of  noncitizens in Tennessee were 
living in poverty, compared to 12.7% of  naturalized 
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