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Synopsis
NashvilleNext is a plan about Davidson County as the center of  the Middle Tennessee region 
and Nashville as the central city of  that region. If  Nashville takes care of  planning itself  well as 
the center, all counties in Middle Tennessee benefi t, ensuring that it remains a region of  choice 
in which to live, work, and invest. This interdependence must be nurtured if  Nashville and the 
region are to grow and share the benefi ts of  prosperity and livability. Concurrently, a need exists 
for regional leaders to collaboratively address common issues. 

This background report will address the interdependent actions that are needed to ensure the 
vibrancy of  the center and the creation of  a region/metro area of  the future. This report will 
also focus on selected issues that are inextricably linked to the prosperity and livability of  the 
region as a whole; these can be resolved by regional collaboration. 

Prepared by
Debby Dale Mason, Dr. Garrett Harper, Chris Cotton, Zandra Benefi eld
Nashville Area Chamber of  Commerce

Dr. Bridget Jones
Cumberland Region Tomorrow
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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 refl ec-
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, refi ne 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 fi nal 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
T

v
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It is a true honor for me to celebrate this historic milestone 
[Metro at 50] with you. I’m also thrilled to be back in Nash-
ville, to what [Nashville] Mayor Dean calls ’a confi dent city.’  
And there should be a bit of  swagger to your steps, because 
this region is well-positioned for the future. You have a strong 
economic foundation. You collaborate well together to solve local 
and regional challenges. If  history is any guide, you are poised 
to pioneer the next bold regional act. And you must, because 
major demographic, economic, and global forces are changing 
the rules of  growth and competition today. Celebrate today, but 
do not get complacent about tomorrow….

Fifty years ago, Nashville made history. It proved it can come 
together to act locally but pave the way nationally. The regional 
governance structure of  the future will not be in the form of  
formalizing government. The answer to that form has yet to be 
found, but enormous experimentation is underway. Nashville 
can act. But let me state the obvious. The next bold governance 
act must be regional, not city; it must be private-public, not 
government-led; and it must be nimble, not formal, if  you are 
to adapt and excel in the global competition for growth.

This is a confi dent city. 

I believe Nashville will make history again.

Amy Liu
Senior fellow and co-director, Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program, 
Nashville Area Chamber of  Commerce annual meeting, October 10, 2012, “A 
Globally Competitive Nashville: The Next 50 Years of  Regional Leadership”

Introduction

NashvilleNext is a plan about Davidson County as 
the center of  the Middle Tennessee region and Nash-
ville as the central city of  that region. If  Nashville 
takes care of  planning itself  well as the center, all 
counties in Middle Tennessee benefi t, ensuring that 
it remains a region of  choice in which to live, work, 
and invest. This interdependence must be nurtured 
if  Nashville and the region are to grow and share the 
benefi ts of  prosperity and livability. Concurrently, a 
need exists for regional leaders to collaboratively ad-
dress common issues. 

The NashvilleNext process and its series of  back-
ground reports on specifi c topics is addressing how 
Nashville as the core county will plan those defi ned 
components of  its community. This background re-
port will address the interdependent actions that are 
needed to ensure the vibrancy of  the center and the 
creation of  a region/metro area of  the future. This 
report will also focus on selected issues that are inex-
tricably linked to the prosperity and livability of  the 
region as a whole; these can be resolved by regional 
collaboration. 

Why regionalism is part of 
NashvilleNext

Nashville’s Metro Planning Commission is charged 
with preparing and adopting a general plan that is a 
policy guide to decisions about the growth and devel-
opment of  the community. Nashville’s zoning ordi-
nance is derived from the general plan. 

In 1992, the Planning Commission adopted Concept 
2010 - A General Plan of  Nashville and Davidson Coun-
ty. The plan’s preface stated that, while the plan fo-
cused primarily on Davidson County, “throughout 
the document there is recognition of  the importance 
of  Nashville’s relationship with the surrounding re-
gion.”  One of  the four missions of  the Plan was to 
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acknowledge the importance to and interdependency 
of  the surrounding region in Nashville’s growth and 
future development.

The 1992 plan continued:

“There is need to emphasize another concept: 
the idea that Nashville’s future is infl uenced to a 
large degree by external trends and events. The 
state of  global and national economies, changing 
demographics, and the continued growth of  the 
South all have signifi cant effects on Nashville. In 
particular, it is the condition of  the metropoli-
tan area surrounding Nashville that has the most 
dramatic infl uence on the city. Nashville must be 
seen not as an isolated unit, but as part of  a re-
gion. There needs to be a realization that goals 
for Nashville must be compatible with the aims 
of  the region as a whole.

One result of… rapid expansion that has occurred 
in the metropolitan area is that its components 
have become more interdependent. Increasingly, 
the MSA is becoming a single economic and cul-
tural unit, centering on Nashville. Local and re-
gional development decisions are more interrelat-
ed than they have ever been in the past. There are 
certain issues which can be effectively addressed 
only from a regional standpoint: air and water 
quality, economic development, solid waste man-
agement and transportation management.  As 
interdependence increases, more and more plan-
ning issues will be added to the list of  “regional” 
issues, and the need for region-wide cooperation 
will become even more pressing. 

This [1992] General Plan acknowledges Nash-
ville’s place in the MSA and expresses a willing-
ness to work toward solutions on a regional basis. 
Although this document is focused on Nashville, 
it should be understood that the city’s planning ef-
forts are fi rmly linked to the actions of  the region.”

Twenty years later, in March 2012, Mayor Karl Dean 
announced that the Nashville General Plan - Concept 
2010 would be updated over a three-year period to 
create a 25-year vision for Nashville’s growth and 
development. The updated NashvilleNext plan will 
include signifi cant community input as it develops a 
citywide vision to support economic development; 
expand education, housing, and employment op-
portunities for residents; expand the application of  
environmentally sound and sustainable development 
practices; and increase neighborhood livability. As 
part of  the process, regionalism is to be a overarch-
ing theme as the plan’s basic elements – which range 
from arts and culture to housing and others – are ad-
dressed.

Why do regions with strong central 
cities matter?  
Growth brings change. Change creates pressure. Pres-
sure results in public- and private-sector responses 
— most often through the adoption of  public policy. 
Policy responses affect people and services. Individuals 
and businesses make their decisions on where to live, 
work and invest based on these responses that impact 
their opportunities for prosperity and livability.

Regional responses are often needed when popu-
lations have grown and political boundaries have 
blurred, creating new dynamics and opportunities 
for thinking differently about how community issues 
are addressed. Regional approaches are effective be-
cause people’s needs are met in a way that makes their 
lives more effi cient and desirable. David K. Hamil-
ton opines, “A regional process is triggered when an 
urban area experiences growth or change pressures 
that extend beyond individual political boundaries. 
Various infl uences are exerted to restore equilibrium. 
The infl uences promote either independent and au-
tonomous responses, or regionalism and cooperation 
responses.”  

In 1998, Janet Rothenberg-Pack, a fellow in the Brook-
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ings Institute’s Economic Studies Program, penned 
an article, “Metropolitan Areas – Regional Differenc-
es.”  In that article, she argued that the “economic 
health of  cities and suburbs is closely linked, with 
the prosperity of  suburban communities…depend-
ing on that of  the central city. Suburbs that ignore 
the decline of  their central cities cannot, despite their 
strong belief  to the contrary, go it alone.”

According to a 2003 Cities, Regions and Competitiveness 
Report published in the U.K., there is evidence that the 
economic strengths of  cities underpin the success of  
regional economies as a whole. The report’s analysis 
highlighted “city-region” relationships that recog-
nize cities and regions share a mutually reinforcing 
relationship. The regions with successful “core cities” 
become vibrant, with different levels of  functioning 
municipalities. These levels range from the core city 
that provides a full range of  major city assets and an 
international standing to regional cities that are suc-
cessful and distinctive in their own right. 

Shared Prosperity, Stronger Regions: An Agenda for Rebuild-
ing America’s Older Core Cities addressed the decline of  
older core cities and the undermining of  the entire 
region to compete and grow economically. The re-
port stated, “Achieving sustainable progress means 
embracing a new belief  system. Local, regional, and 
national leaders need to recognize the interdepen-
dence of  communities and residents in a region, and 
understand that the central city is central to regional 
competiveness and sustainability. Building a society 
where everyone participates and prospers calls for 
thoughtful and deliberate strategies that promote 
growth with equity — not growth at any cost.” 

Writing about regions and central cities, Richard 
Voith said, “If  a city decline adversely affects the 
overall economic health of  a metropolitan area, both 
and city and suburban residents alike have a stake in 
the economy of  the city.” He concluded his article 
by saying, “One key to an economically vital metro-
politan area is an economically vital central city. To 

improve central city economies, we need to provide 
the opportunity for viable city communities to build 
on their strengths…The potentially large economic 
benefi ts of  a healthy central city suggest that it is in 
the region’s interest to provide regional support…for 
services and amenities located in the city that have 
positive regional impacts.”

Keith R. Ihlanfeldt of  Georgia State University has 
compiled a list of  fi ve sources of  interdependence 
that “allegedly link” the economies of  central cities 
and their suburbs. His list:  “First, the fortunes of  
suburbs may be tied to those of  their central cities 
to the extent that outsiders’ perceptions of  the re-
gion are infl uenced by conditions prevailing within 
the core. Second, because of  their location or history, 
central cities may contain amenities that are valued 
throughout the region. Third, individual central cities 
may provide a ‘sense of  place’ that is valued not only 
by their residents but outside by outsiders. Fourth, 
the fi scal problems endemic to a declining central city 
may raise tax burdens in suburban areas and thereby 
retard economic development. Finally, central cities 
may offer unique agglomeration economies that de-
fi ne an important and specialized role for the central 
city in the regional economy.”

Regions and their central cities are 
drivers of state and national 
economies
Fifteen years ago, the Brookings Institute created the 
Metropolitan Policy Program, which focuses on posi-
tioning U.S. regions and metro areas for the future by 
“redefi ning the challenges facing metropolitan Amer-
ica and identifying assets and promoting innovative 
solutions to help communities grow in more produc-
tive, inclusive, and sustainable ways.”

Brookings’ research states that metropolitan areas are 
the heart of  the American economy. “They are also 
our hubs of  research and innovation, our centers of  
human capital, and our gateways of  trade and immi-
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gration. Metropolitan areas drive the economy, and 
American competitiveness depends on their vitality. 
More than ever, this is a national imperative as our 
global competitors move aggressively down this path 
— boosting exports, investing in innovation, scaling 
up clean technology, and embarking on large-scale 
transformative projects.”

Brookings has identifi ed 100 top U.S metro areas — 
including Nashville — that drive the national econo-
my. In their Blueprint for American Prosperity, Brookings 
shares that these top 100 areas hold the bulk of  assets 
in the U.S. economy:

• 12 percent of  the land area,
• 65 percent of  the population,
• 74 percent of  the college graduates,
• 78 percent of  patents, and
• 92 percent of  public transit miles.
These top 100 metro areas generate 75 percent of  the 
nation’s GDP. Nashville/Middle Tennessee is Ten-
nessee’s largest metro area. Cities such as Memphis 
and Nashville are working with Brookings to benefi t 
from the research and programming that they offer 
related to keeping those areas strong because of  their 
contribution to both state and national economies.

Regions and their central cities are 
players in the global economy

Brookings knows that metro areas are also the key 
to the global economy. Not only are U.S. metro ar-
eas in competition with each other, but they are and 
will continue to be competing with metro areas from 
around the world.

In an October 2012 presentation to members of  the 
Nashville Area Chamber of  Commerce, Amy Liu, se-
nior fellow and co-director of  the Brookings Institu-
tion Metropolitan Policy Program, reinforced the im-

portance of  metro areas as the engines of  the global 
economy because “they aggregate and integrate the 
very market assets that drive growth. Even though 
the 100 largest metro areas sit on just 12 percent of  
the nation’s land area, they dominate in innovation, by 
attracting 94 percent of  the nation’s venture capital. 
They are the producers of  our trade economy, gen-
erating 75 percent of  all services exports. And they 
are the hubs of  supply chains and goods movements, 
handling 82 percent of  the nation’s air freight.”

Brookings is seeing a growing number of  metro areas 
fulfi lling their economic engine roles. According to 
Liu,  these areas are creating business plans and strat-
egies, and “many are doing so by strengthening and 
aligning fi ve key market levers that create the condi-
tions — the regional ecosystem — that enables fi rms 
to innovate and expand. 

• First, regions must know the key clusters, trade 
sectors that drive their economy, and how these 
clusters are performing.

• Second, they must create an innovation ecosys-
tem that allows new products and new fi rms to 
get created in those key industry clusters, and to 
go to scale through new markets.

• Third, a region must attract, retain, and grow tal-
ent that aligns with the needs of  industry and 
supports innovation.

• To further those assets, a region must create spa-
tial effi ciency, an economist’s term that refers 
to how one must array land, infrastructure, and 
neighborhoods in such a way that maximizes the 
productivity and effi ciency of  your fi rms and 
workers. 

• And fi nally, good governance and civics is need-
ed to protect and further these assets and invest-
ments.”

Liu concluded her speech: “A metro revolution is 
coming. While urban policy may be considered dead, 
metro policy and metro action will defi ne the next 
50 years of  economic success.” She believes national 
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and state governments around the world are embrac-
ing the “metro century” as they formulate plans and 
structures to bolster their regions for global competi-
tion and success. 

Regions may enact a variety of  responses to keep their 
central cites strong, as well as address those issues 
that “know no boundaries.”  The NashvilleNext pro-
cess provides an opportunity for Nashville to address 
its future as the core city of  the region and strengthen 
interdependent working relationships with the other 
Middle Tennessee counties and municipalities. This 
includes the opportunity to work collaboratively 
within the region to address issues that impact overall 
prosperity and livability for all. 

This background paper attempts to defi ne the cir-
cumstances for local and regional discussion about 
the future of  the Nashville/Middle Tennessee region 
as an interdependent unit over the next 25 years. The 
paper’s goal is to create discussion on:

1. National trends that affect “regionalism” and 
what they mean for the Nashville/Middle Ten-
nessee region;

2. The “state of  the region” today, including the 
defi nition of  the region for planning and com-
munity discussion purposes;

3. The Nashville/Middle Tennessee region of  the 
future through projected demographics and oth-
er trends;

4. The role of  Davidson County as a core city with-
in and as part of  the region;

5. The identifi cation of  select issues that impact 
both the central city and the counties that are the 
base of  creating prosperity and livability; and 

6. A look at best practices/models and scenarios 
that provide a range of  purpose and activity that 
can guide regional discussion about responses to 
regional growth. 

This paper is not meant to provide the solution on 
how Nashville continues as the core city, nor how the 
region becomes more interdependent for success; the 
goal is to better understand the role of  the core city 
in the region’s success and to provide a snapshot of  
regional issues that can dramatically impact that suc-
cess. Leadership - with public input and collaborative 
actions - will create the necessary responses.

Why should Middle Tennessee care 
about its central city and the interde-
pendence of its counties?

Davidson County is the historical and continuing cen-
ter for a growing region. Its strengths are numerous 
with it being a center for the economy, transportation, 
entertainment, and many other community facets that 
are vital to the region. Therefore, it is important for 
the core to thrive and maximize those strengths for 
itself  and the region. As our region naturally expands 
and changes occur, there are opportunities to achieve 
success as we address these changes.

Current Nashville Area Chamber of  Commerce re-
search shows that in the areas of:

Population: Davidson County population growth 
is growing but slowing relative to its own historical 
growth patterns. The county is not gaining popula-
tion at the same rate as many other areas in Middle 
Tennessee. Population growth in Davidson County 
from 2006 to 2010 was nearly half  that of  the early 
2000s The surrounding counties grew continuously 
through the 2000s. 

Total share of population: This pattern is typical as re-
gions expand. Davidson County is 40 percent of  the 
region’s population, down from 64 percent in 1950 
and from 56 percent in 1980. 

Racial and ethnic diversity: Davidson County is more 
diverse than the rest of  the region, with non-White 
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Outflow of earnings: Davidson County continues a 
trend of  seeing dollars earned in Davidson County 
being spent in the surrounding counties, which means 
a loss of  tax income.

Business establishments: The region is gaining busi-
ness establishments. Davidson Couny has lost 476 
business establishments since 2000, where the region 
has gained 4,721 establishments. From 1990 to 2000, 
Davidson County had seen an increase of  1,520 es-
tablishments . 

Educational attainment: Davidson County has more 
residents with less than a high school diploma, as well 
as more residents with a Bachelor’s degree or higher.

Poverty: Davidson County has the largest number 
of  residents (120,000) living at or below the poverty 
level. This equates to one in five residents of  Metro 
Nashville. Rutherford County has the next largest 
poverty-level population, at 40,000 or one in seven 
residents.

Retail sales: Regional retail sales are growing faster 
than Davidson County’s retail sales.

Transportation and transit access: Davidson County is 
the transportation and transit hub of  the region. In 
particular, it has substantially greater transit service 
than surrounding counties. However, there has been 
a concerted effort through the Mayor’s Caucus, the 
Nashville Area Metropolitan Planning Organizations, 
and others to develop a regional approach to tran-
sit and connect different transit systems throughout 
Middle Tennessee.

These population and related trends are not unique 
to Davidson County. According to New Geography 
author Wendell Cox, 

“Based upon complete census counts for 2010, 
historical core municipalities of  the nation’s ma-
jor metropolitan areas captured a smaller share 
of  growth in the 2000s than in the 1990s. The 

residents making up 39% of  the county, compared 
with 12% of  the rest of  the region. (U.S. Census, 2010)

Migration to and from Davidson County: Davidson 
County has lost more population to the region than 
the region has brought into Davidson County (a loss 
of  90,886). More people are moving into the sur-
rounding counties from across the U.S. than those 
moving into Davidson County.

Employment growth: Surrounding counties and Da-
vidson County are gaining employment, but sur-
rounding counties are gaining employment at higher 
rates. The  surrounding counties experienced em-
ployee growth of  89,260 in the last 12 years; David-
son County  gained 13,590 jobs. 

Average household size: The size of  households mov-
ing into Davidson County is smaller than those mov-
ing out to other Middle Tennessee counties. This 
means families are moving out of  the city. 

Young adults: Though losing families, Davidson 
County has a higher proportion of  young adults than 
the rest of  the region.

Figure 1: Population of  Middle Tennessee counties

Population

County 2000 2010         

Cannon 12,826 13,801
Cheatham 35,843 39,105
Davidson 569,927 626,681
Dickson 43,152 49,666
Hickman 22,295 24,690
Macon 20,386 22,248
Robertson 54,430 66,283
Rutherford 182,029 262,604
Smith 17,712 19,166
Sumner 130,528 160,645
Trousdale 7,259 7,870
Williamson 126,649 183,182
Wilson 88,794 113,993

Source: U.S. Census (2000, 2010)
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results for the 50 metropolitan areas…indicate 
that historical core municipalities accounted for 
9 percent of  metropolitan area growth between 
2000 and 2010, compared to 15 percent in the 
1990-2000 period. Overall, suburban areas cap-
tured 91 percent of  metropolitan area population 
growth between 2000 and 2010, compared to 85 
percent between 2000 and 2010…and suburban-
ization, as a way of  life, may indeed be even more 
prevalent….”  

The Metropolitan Planning Organization expects 1 
million more people to call Middle Tennessee home 
by 2040. Each year for the next 25 years, every one 
of  the 13 counties in the Nashville Metropolitan Sta-
tistical Area (MSA) will be impacted by additional 
populations reaching into the tens of  thousands. This 
growth can bring further stress to Davidson County 
as the central city and core of  regional services, but 
these changes will also impact surrounding counties. 

Understanding the current status of  the core city and 
the region, what responses can be put in place to ad-
dress the interdependence of  their shared prosper-
ity? What are their shared responses to future demo-
graphic and socio-economic changes?  While there 
are myriad existing entities addressing issues that are 
regional in nature – congestion, housing affordability, 
land use, transportation, economic development, and 
others – the key may be in how all these issues are 
connected and coordinated for future interdependent 
effi ciency and effectiveness. 

The NashvilleNext process provides an opportunity 
to understand the need for public policy that ensures 
Davidson County’s economic bases remain strong 
in order to provide services to its residents. It also 
ensures that Nashville continue to serve as an im-
portant regional center with assets that benefi t local 
and regional audiences. Local land use policy will out-
line development opportunities that bring additional 
property and sales taxes into the county, which are 
essential to its future growth.

What’s in it for me?  
Regionalism is truly about people. Northern Ken-
tucky’s Vision 2015: Shaping our Future document says, 
“It used to be that regions grew because of  natural 
resources or trade routes. But today, regions also 
grow because of  the availability of  highly educated 
and productive people. These individuals are in de-
mand and can choose where they work, for whom 
they work, and many times, when they work.”  

Regions grow because people make conscious loca-
tion decisions for their futures based on their eco-
nomic opportunities and quality of  life.  Successful 
regions – particularly those in the future – will work 
because decisions have been made to strategically po-
sition themselves to create a positive environment for 
job creation and quality of  life. Being a region posi-
tioned to compete in a global economy with livability 
assets and amenities is key to retaining and attracting 
workers and residents. 

The seeds for the Nashville region were planted in 
1963, when Nashville and Davidson County merged 
for effi ciency and cost savings. This pioneering de-
cision improved the quality of  life for Middle Ten-
nesseans by creating physical and fi scal boundaries 
that allowed for investment in such entities as the 
Nashville International Airport, Bridgestone Arena, 
LP Field, and numerous other institutions that, while 
located in Nashville, serve the region. As Middle Ten-
nessee leaders look at what regionalism can mean for 
this area’s future, they will need to connect with those 
who call this area home and the prosperity and liva-
bility benefi ts an interdependent area can bring. With 
leadership and collaborative action, coordinated and 
collaborative investments in community and regional 
infrastructure will follow.
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What’s in it for everyone?
People and their leaders intrinsically understand the 
value of  regional cooperation and planning. Middle 
Tennessee public- and private-sector leaders can 
claim success in many of  these areas, as will be noted 
later in this background report. Ensuring continued 
commitment to regionalism and regional action will 
require thoughtful partnerships and processes as well 
as the ability to communicate the benefi ts of  region-
alism to municipalities and residents. 

The Association of  Wisconsin Regional Planning 
Commissions compiled a list that captured the ben-
efi ts of  regionalism:

1. In metropolitan areas, some problems cannot 
be solved within municipal boundaries, and 
decisions made by one municipality can have 
adverse impacts on other municipalities and 
the environment. While land has traditionally 
been divided by political boundaries, to allow 
more effi cient provision of  government ser-
vices and democratic representation, this has 
not lent itself  very well to effective manage-
ment of  natural resources, urban infrastruc-
ture, and other multi-jurisdictional systems. 
Pollution and ineffi cient use of  resources 
and infrastructure (land, water, air, habitat, 
fi sheries, roads, utilities, etc.) are examples of  
problems that spill over municipal boundar-
ies. Area-wide resource management agencies 
and regional governments have therefore be-
come necessary in most metropolitan areas. 
This approach is aimed at maintaining local 
input and decision-making while addressing 
the shortcomings of  fragmented governmen-
tal authority when numerous cities, villages, 
and towns compose a metropolitan area. Es-
pecially in fast growing metropolitan areas, 
the problems, challenges, and opportunities 
associated with urban development need to 
be cooperatively addressed and resolved. In 
more rural regions, this shortcoming ham-

pers coordination of  services and achieving 
effi ciency of  operations and economies of  
scale.

2. Regional coordination and planning is also 
crucial for the success of  undertakings that 
are too large or complex for any one unit of  
government to address. Issues such as eco-
nomic development, solid waste disposal, 
groundwater management, and preserva-
tion of  the quality of  life in the region are 
examples of  challenges that require regional 
cooperation. This same characteristic mani-
fests itself  in large rural areas where the rela-
tive small size of  the local units of  govern-
ment compared to the geographic area under 
their jurisdiction may hamper their ability to 
address important planning and implementa-
tion issues.

3. A multitude of  programs and projects are ini-
tiated each year at the federal, state, regional, 
and local levels. These programs have spe-
cifi c goals which usually interfere with one 
another. Regional planning commissions cre-
ate the needed venue and framework to coor-
dinate these programs and goals into a con-
gruent whole and supporting the goals and 
objectives of  the region. This coordination 
is needed to integrate various federal, state, 
regional, and local plans, and to improve the 
effectiveness, mutual reinforcement, and syn-
ergy among various planning efforts. It will 
also help make the plans more coherent and 
less confusing to the public and elected of-
fi cials. With a concerted effort to ensure that 
the various public and private representatives 
have coordinated their efforts, their constitu-
ent groups and citizens will also be more 
likely to support it – thus unifying efforts to 
achieve the quality of  life desired in the re-
gion. This premise is particularly relevant in 
the more rural regions because it enables the 
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units of  government in these regions to com-
pete for state and federal monies and pro-
grams more effectively.

4. As municipal budgets are strained and pro-
grams suspended or curtailed, cooperative 
program delivery schemes that provide for 
the coordination of  services and the pool-
ing of  resources become more important. 
Long-term and area-wide planning for the 
delivery and combining of  these services be-
come critical in the task of  maintaining ser-
vices by improving the effi ciency of  delivery 
and cost-effectiveness through economies of  
scale. Regional entities are prime venues for 
discussing, planning, and implementing such 
area-wide solutions.”

How does Middle Tennessee compare 
to other regions in the nation?
According to the Brookings Institute’s March 2013 
Metro Monitor, Nashville is one of  the top 100 MSAs 
in the country in economic recovery from the 2008 
recession. It is: 

• 15th in overall economic performance;
• 16th in employment;
• 16th in unemployment;
• 14th in output  (GDP); and
• 46th in housing prices.

How does Middle Tennessee compare 
to other regions in Tennessee?
Nashville is the economic engine of  the state’s econ-
omy. The Nashville MSA outperforms the state on 
several measures.  Research provided by the Nashville 
Area Chamber of  Commerce shows that the Nash-
ville MSA ranks:

No. 1 in 
• Population;
• Population growth rate;
• GDP; 
• Employment;
• Employment growth rate;
• Aggregate wages; 
• Wage growth;
• Adults with a college degree; 
• Undergraduate and graduate enrollment ;
• University research and development;
• State tax revenue; and 
• Per capita income, and

No. 2 in 
• Patents and
• Per capita state tax revenue. 

What is the Middle Tennessee “region of 
the future,” and what does that mean?
Middle Tennessee operates from a position of  eco-
nomic strength. Nashville is a vital transportation, 
business and tourism center for North America. Two 
of  the nation’s fastest-growing counties — Rutherford 
and Williamson — are in the area. The total popula-
tion of  the Nashville MSA is just over 1.5 million. 

Nashville serves as the business, government, cultur-
al, and tourism center for the Middle Tennessee re-
gion. Not only is it the state capitol and county seat, it 
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possesses an inventory of  regional assets such as the 
Nashville International Airport, Bridgestone Arena, 
LP Field, and a plethora of  cultural and arts venues. 
It is also home to nonprofi t organizations that serve 
Davidson and other counties in the region, including 
work in related growth and development issues and 
opportunities ranging from progressive development 
and design to land use and open space conservation. 
Nashville’s brand is known throughout the world and 
creates opportunities for awareness and investment 
in the city and region.

Fifty years ago, Nashville made national history 
when it created a regional government by consoli-
dating the city and county. This model has worked 
well through the decades as services and issues be-
came more effective, effi cient, and equal in the core 
county of  Davidson. Over this time, this one-county 
region evolved into a 13-county MSA with growing 
individual counties becoming more economically ro-
bust and leaders understanding the need to address 
issues from a regional perspective. During this time, 
Davidson County continued in its role as the regional 
economic and political core.

Growth continues in Middle Tennessee. Regions of  
the future will most likely need to work differently 
than they do today — but why and how? What de-
mographic and socio-economic changes affect how 
leaders and residents see their cities and regions and 
how they live and work in those areas?

By 2040, the Nashville/Middle Tennessee region will 
have to reach consensus about what the region is – 
both for planning purposes and for day-to-day reali-
ties. It will be a time where county lines will become 
more irrelevant in the daily lives of  residents, busi-
nesses, and governments. This will be a time when – 
if  leadership is realistic in planning and implementing 
those plans –  living in Middle Tennessee will appear 
seamless in how people work and live together, all 
benefi ting from a common shared vision and set of  
adopted growth values. NashvilleNext provides the 

environment to play an integral role in positioning 
our region for this new “working” reality of  regional-
ism that revolves around interdependence and mu-
tual benefi t.

No doubt the Nashville/Middle Tennessee region 
will be a major growth center in the state and nation 
over the next 25 years. Demographics will change 
— the area will become older and more diverse and 
will be particularly attractive to immigrants. Because 
we will grow, it will be important to prepare for that 
growth. Planning for that growth can best begin with 
an understanding of  the current and projected demo-
graphic and socio-economic trends that will impact 
prosperity and livability — and individual and busi-
ness choices — during these transitional years as we 
approach 2040.
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How is the Middle Tennessee region currently defined?
“Metropolitan” is a broadly defi ned term. The Middle Tennessee region is understood in a variety 
of  frameworks. It is important to understand the defi nitions and guidelines used in identifying 
and defi ning the concept of  “region.” This defi nition can be crucial if  consensus is to be reached 
on how the Middle Tennessee region can work together to address common regional issues and 
prioritize investments.

While the MSA is the primary defi nition used by the region to defi ne itself, there are other re-
gional frameworks under which the region operates — a look at some of  these will highlight the 
commonalities and the differences that exist. These will accentuate the challenge of  working as a 
regional unit to address common issues when diverse boundaries exist for different frameworks 
of  service. 

Figure 2: Middle Tennessee has many different regional organizations and touches multiple Congressional districts

County MSA
10-County 

Region*
Nashville 
Area MPO

Greater Nashville 
Regional Council

Workforce 
Investment 

Areas

Nashville 
Area Ozone 

Monitoring Site

Congressional 
Districts

4th 5th 6th 7th

Cannon ■ ■
Cheatham ■ ■ ■ 10 ■ ■ ■ ■
Davidson ■ ■ ■ ■ 9 ■ ■
Dickson ■ ■ ■ 10 ■ ■
Hickman ■
Houston ■ 10
Humphreys ■ 10
Macon ■
Maury ■ ■
Montgomery ■ ■ 10 ■
Robertson ■ ■ ■ ■ 10 ■ ■
Rutherford ■ ■ ■ ■ 9 ■
Smith ■
Stewart ■ 10
Sumner ■ ■ ■ ■ 10 ■
Trousdale ■ ■ 9
Williamson ■ ■ ■ ■ 10 ■ ■ ■
Wilson ■ ■ ■ ■ 9 ■ ■

* Five organizations work with these 10 counties: Middle Tennessee Mayors’ Caucus, Partnership 2020, Leadership Middle Tennessee, the Regional Transit Authority, 
Cumberland Region Tomorrow, and the Transit Alliance of  Middle Tennessee.
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What does the Nashville/Middle Tennessee region look like today? 
Understanding the future of  the Nashville/Middle Tennessee region is to understand where the 
region is today; this snapshot captures basic demographics about Nashville and the region:

Figure 4: Cost of  living in Davidson County
Cost of Living Index (100 is the national average) 88.9 

Tax Burden

Annual Household Income $50,000 $3,346

Annual Household Income $75,000 $3,758

Annual Household Income $100,000 $4,697

Source: Cost of  Living Index: ACCRA, 2012 Annual
Tax Burden: 2011 US Department of  Treasury

Figure 5: Property tax rates in Middle Tennessee counties 
and cities
Jurisdiction Tax rate*

Cheatham $2.78

… Ashland City $3.24

Davidson (General Services District) $4.04

… Davidson (Urban Services District) $4.66

Dickson $2.85

Maury $2.60

… Columbia $3.91

Montgomery $3.14

… Clarksville $4.12

Robertson $2.89

… Murfreesboro $4.16

Rutherford $2.47

Sumner $2.02

Williamson $2.31

… Franklin $3.33

Wilson $2.57

* Per $100 assessed property value

Source: Comptroller of  Tennessee, 2012

Figure 3: Demographic comparison of  Davidson County 
and the Nashville MSA

Davidson 
County

Nashville 
MSA

Population 635,475 1,620,403

2017 Population Projection 678,638 1,760,260 

Race

White 389,807 1,254,027

Black/African American 175,681 249,342

American Indian/Alaska Native 1,947 4,622

Asian 18,144 36,578

Native Hawaiian/
Other Pacific Islander

310 387

Some other race 35,390 45,378

Ethnicity

Hispanic or Latino 62,939 109,011

Not Hispanic or Latino 572,536 1,511,392

Age

0-19 155,892 432,751

20-34 170,756 354,719

35-54 170,974 464,584

55-74 107,024 292,367

75+ 30,829 75,982

Median Household Income $43,556 $49,992

Per Capita Income $27,480 $27,457

Educational Attainment
(population 25 years and over)

Less than high school diploma 13.8% 12.6%

High school graduate 
(includes equivalency)

25.6% 29.1%

Some college or associate's 
degree

26.0% 27.5%

Bachelor's degree 22.4% 20.3%

Graduate or professional degree 12.2% 10.4%
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What issues face the regions of the 
future? What are the trends that could 
shape Nashville and Middle Tennessee?
Regions do not exist without people. Regions can-
not grow without prosperous residents and profi table 
businesses. As Nashville/Middle Tennessee looks to 
become a region of  the future, what trends and issues 
need to be addressed at a regional level? How can 
leaders learn from those trends to ensure the viability 
of  the core and the interdependence of  the regional 
unit? What impact will those have on the framing of  
public policy by leaders, particularly as they create an 
environment that results in prosperity and livability? 

As stated before, there are many existing success-
ful regional collaborations already in place in Middle 
Tennessee; however, many challenges still exist for 
the core and the region. For the purposes of  this 
background report, we have selected a list of  issues 
that address the core issues of  prosperity and livabil-
ity. If  these issues can be successfully addressed, the 
Nashville/Middle Tennessee region will be a region 
of  choice in the future. 

These issues are:

• Leadership
• Demographics
• Economics
• Socioeconomics
• Educational attainment
• Workforce development
• Transportation and land use integration  
• Jobs and housing balance
• Housing availability and choices
• Infrastructure
• Open space conservation
• Air and water quality and quantity
• Fiscal equity

These issues will be individually addressed by iden-
tifying a trend, a national snapshot of  the issue, fol-
lowed by a snapshot of  Nashville/Middle Tennessee. 

This report is one of  a series of  background reports 
that is addressing key issues related to the future 
growth of  Davidson County. We encourage read-
ers to study the other background reports for more 
details on such Davidson County-centric subjects as 
economic development, arts, transit, and others. Each 
of  those subjects could warrant an individual regional 
focus. This paper is meant to stimulate thought about 
how to approach integrating key issues that affect the 
core issues of  prosperity and livability in Nashville 
and the region – elements that will nurture, attract, 
and retain workers and residents in the region. 

Issue:  Leadership 
Trend: A new form of leadership may be needed to 
guide the future growth of metro areas with strong 
central cities.

Brookings Institute experts Bruce Katz and Jennifer 
Bradley looked at how the conversation must change 
about metro area leadership if  economies and qual-
ity of  life are to thrive. They suggest that elected and 
other leaders are beginning to understand and em-
brace the role of  metro areas in the broader national 
and global economy. They defi ne successful collabor-
ative regions through common characteristics which 
includes being clear and smart about measurable 
goals, thinking creatively and innovatively, under-
standing their role in the global economy, balancing 
short-term wins and long-term aspirations, and em-
bracing broader networks that represent a variety of  
groups, interests and sectors.  They also feel strongly 
that successful regions will apply social technology 
“designed to create, inform and mobilize new, fl uid 
and unpredictable networks,” which can result and 
refi ne leadership as a populist, rather than an elitist, 
phenomenon. 

A new form of  metro leadership is needed, accord-
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ing to Katz and Bradley. They believe that with metro 
areas growing throughout the world, dynamics are 
shifting and U.S. metro areas must be positioned 
to compete “not just for rankings, but for the jobs, 
people, and resources that make them good places 
to live.”   

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

It is vital that local leaders understand how successful 
regions operate as an area with a strong core, in addi-
tion to understanding and managing their own cities 
and counties. Thinking and acting as an interdepen-
dent unit will lead to coordinated and connected leg-
islative, bureaucratic, and private-sector approaches 
to local and regional growth.  

Understanding connections among leaders, commu-
nities, and issues will enhance the effi ciency and eq-
uity of  how to grow the region. Katz and Bradley 
argue, “Successful metropolitan leadership networks 
have become more diverse, inclusive, and representa-
tive of  a broad range of  constituencies.”

The Middle Tennessee region has many groups dedi-
cated to specifi c topics. One key group that focuses 
on regional issues and leadership development is 
Leadership Middle Tennessee, one of  the fi rst re-
gional leadership groups formed in the early 1990s by 
the Nashville Area Chamber of  Commerce that now 
boasts an active yearly program as well as more than 
350 alumni. 

The Nashville Area Chamber of  Commerce’s Part-
nership 2020 was the fi rst regional collaborative ef-
fort organized for Middle Tennessee. Begun in 1990, 
the Partnership continues to provide excellent lead-
ership in economic development and job creation, 
receiving national accolades for its work. Each year, 
Nashville Mayor Karl Dean joins a regional business 
leader to co-chair these efforts.

Cumberland Region Tomorrow was formed in 2000 
as Middle Tennessee’s collaborative regional partner-

ship organization that focuses on regional growth and 
development issues and holds an annual Power of  10 
Summit that attracts hundreds of  regional leaders. 

In the last fi ve years, other important regional leader-
ship groups have been formed based upon best prac-
tices from other U.S. cities. Mayor Dean, returning 
from a Nashville Chamber leadership visit to Denver, 
formed the Middle Tennessee Mayors’ Caucus as well 
as the Transit Alliance of  Middle Tennessee. These 
have joined other programs that provide Middle 
Tennessee with unmatched regional organizational 
capacity that positions this region for future success 
and collaboration.  Many local communities across 
the region also have their own leadership programs 
focusing on local and regional issues that are becom-
ing more connected to regional leadership group ef-
forts.

Issue:  Demographics
Trend: The population of America will be 132 million 
more in 2050 than it was in 2005, and metro areas will 
be the most affected by those changes.

If  current trends continue, the population of  the U.S. 
will rise to 438 million in 2050, from 296 million in 
2005, according to the Pew Research Center. Eighty-
two percent of  the increase will be due to the arrival 
of  immigrants and their U.S.-born descendants. Of  
the 117 million people added to the population dur-
ing this period due to the effect of  new immigration, 
67 million will be the immigrants themselves and 50 
million will be their U.S.-born children or grandchil-
dren.

• The Latino population, already the nation’s larg-
est minority group, will triple in size and will ac-
count for most of  the nation’s population growth 
from 2005 to 2050. Hispanics will comprise 29 
percent of  the U.S. population in 2050, compared 
to 14 percent in 2005.

• The non-Hispanic white population will increase 
more slowly than other racial and ethnic groups; 
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whites will become minority (47 per-
cent) by 2050.

• The nation’s elderly population will 
more than double in size from 2005 to 
2050, as the baby-boom generation en-
ters the traditional retirement years. The 
number of  working-age Americans and 
children will grow more slowly than the elderly 
population, and will shrink as a share of  the total 
population. 

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

The demographics and population fact sheet created 
for Nashville Next provides details on the changes in 
Nashville and the Middle Tennessee region over the 
next 25 years. What is known is that the population 
will increase, it will age, and it will be diverse. Leaders 
will need to be aware of  these changes as they plan 
and lead their communities.  

Issue:  Economics
Trend: The metro area of the future must be an integral 
player in the global economy. 

Cities and regions cannot grow without the retention 
or expansion of  a job base. How cities and regions cre-
ate jobs and frame economic development efforts will 
determine the successful metro areas of  the future. 

Amy Liu, senior fellow and co-director or the Brook-
ings Institution Metropolitan Policy program, spoke 
to Nashville leaders in October 2012 and shared per-
spectives about the realities facing Metro areas today:

• “(The U.S.) needs to get back to market basics. 
Strong tradeable sectors drive economic growth. 
A city, a metro area, primarily exists because of  its 
economic function. That function, that economic 
distinctiveness, comes from [a metro area’s] trad-
ed sectors, whether in advanced manufacturing 
and business services. 

• Global competition is fi erce, with growth shifting 
away from the United States. In 2010, the com-
bined global GDP of  the BIC [Brazil, India, and 

China] nations surpassed that of  the 
U.S. for the fi rst time, making up one-
fi fth of  the world economy. That shift 
is expected to accelerate in the com-
ing years while the U.S. share of  global 
GDP is forecasted to stay the same.”

The next decades will see competition for jobs and 
strong economies not only among U.S. cities but with 
global areas from around the world. Liu continued,

• “The winners in the future economy will be those 
who embrace these realities by strengthening 
their global assets at the regional scale.

• To boost their traded sectors, the leaders in the 
next economy will need to innovate in manufac-
turing.

• Leaders will also need to innovate in services. 
• Leaders in the future economy will also seize the 

clean economy, which is an ever-expanding market. 
• Leaders in the next economy will also be those 

that close the skills gap between workers and in-
dustry. 

• Leaders must be very intentional in raising the 
skills and education levels of  the fastest growing 
portions of  their populations.

• The regions that prosper will be those that take 
advantage of  global demand. 

• Exports can drive the nation’s economic recovery.”

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

The Nashville/Middle Tennessee region has benefi t-
ed from a public-private regional approach to eco-
nomic development since 1990, when Partnership 
2000 was formed by the Nashville Area Chamber 
of  Commerce. Partnership 2000 was — and contin-
ues as — a deliberate strategy to grow jobs in the 
10-county Nashville region through business reloca-
tions and expansions by presenting a broad portfolio 
of  choice for business. 

The nashvillenext 
background reports on 
Demographics and Equity 
& Inclusion in Nashville 
can be found at 
www.nashvillenext.net.
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Today, as Partnership enters its fi fth cycle with an in-
frastructure of  partners in these 10 counties, the list 
of  signifi cant economic achievements for the last 20 
years is impressive, according to the Defi ning Times, 
Defi ning Prosperity Partnership 2020 publication:

• Major business expansions and relocations re-
sulted in the creation of  233,955 new jobs in the 
Nashville area;

• With direct support from Partnership 2010, 601 
companies have relocated operations to Middle 
Tennessee since 1990, including Nissan, Clarcor, 
Louisiana-Pacifi c and others; and 

• The per capita income of  the region grew by 29.8 
percent ($39,768).

Liu outlined future growth opportunities for Nash-
ville and Middle Tennessee: 

• On traded sectors and exports, this region gener-
ated $7 billion in exports in 2010, placing Nash-
ville 40th among 100 metro areas on this score. 
That $7 billion resulted from a 12.8 percent 
growth from the previous year, besting the U.S. 
average. 

• This region also has nearly 18,000 clean economy 
jobs, ranking Nashville 28th in the nation. Nash-
ville region clean jobs, such as in environmental 
compliance, biofuels, energy effi cient appliances, 
and organic foods, grew at twice the rate of  the 
nation.

• On human capital, the Nashville region benefi ts 
from having a relatively high share of  workers 
with college degrees, which is in demand by many 
employers. But Nashville has a smaller share of  
workers with mid-skills or two-year degrees. 

• As Nashville diversifi es, it is attracting and grow-
ing a moderately skilled immigrant 
workforce. Fourteen percent and 10 
percent have a college degree or an 
advanced degree, respectively.

She also outlined challenges: 

• “Middle Tennessee exports make up only 9.6 per-
cent of  the Nashville MSA economy, which is be-
low the national average.

• There are cracks in the region’s innovation eco-
system. The region generates few patents relative 
to other markets, signaling a dearth of  new prod-
ucts and new processes in the region’s universities 
and key industries. 

• Further, the presence of  scientists, engineers, 
technicians, in the Nashville economy – in terms 
of  STEM jobs and within the manufacturing sec-
tor – is quite low. This means that few workers 
in Nashville fi rms and industries are equipped to 
deploy the latest technologies, lean processes to 
accelerate innovation.

• At a time when innovation prizes the close prox-
imity of  like fi rms and workers, this region is 
moving in the opposite direction. Nashville’s 
economy is not spatially effi cient. Jobs continue 
to decentralize from the urban core, which is 
home to approximately one-quarter of  the re-
gion’s jobs, while nearly half  of  the region’s jobs 
are now located outside a 10-mile ring of  the city 
center. 

• As a result of  the job sprawl, only half  of  the re-
gion’s jobs are accessible by some form of  public 
transit, ranking Nashville 92nd among 100 metro 
areas. Yet, nationally, transit ridership is on the 
rise. More households have two-worker parents, 
with few households able to afford more than 
one vehicle. Transportation choice is really criti-
cal today to improve worker success and fi rm 
productivity.”

The nashvillenext 
background report on 
Economic Development in 
Nashville can be found at 
www.nashvillenext.net.
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Issue:  Socioeconomics 
Trend: The increase in poverty will continue 
to impact both urban and rural areas and 
metro centers will be most affected.

According to eHow, socioeconomic fac-
tors are the social and economic experiences and 
realities that help mold one’s personality, attitudes, 
and lifestyle. The factors can also defi ne regions and 
neighborhoods. How regions address issues at the 
core of  prosperity will defi ne their success in grow-
ing individual and regional prosperity in the future.

Poverty

According to the Metro Nashville Homelessness 
Commission:

• To live in poverty means that a person cannot af-
ford to meet his or her basic needs; the longer 
a person remains in poverty increases the likeli-
hood that he or she will stay in poverty. 

• Children who grow up in poverty are more likely 
to suffer in many areas, including health, academ-
ic performance, and emotional well-being.

• In addition to the devastation of  the lives of  
people who live in poverty, the economic stabil-
ity and productivity of  our nation is affected by 
the unrealized capacity for many who are unem-
ployed or underemployed.

Nearly 40 million Americans — more than 16 per-
cent of  the population — live in poverty. New fi g-
ures released by the U.S. Census Bureau in November 
2012 found a spike in poverty numbers in 2011, going 
from 49 million in 2010 to 49.7 million. One of  the 
most startling fi ndings showed that almost 20 per-
cent of  American children continue to live in poverty. 
The numbers found that Hispanics and people living 
in urban areas had a higher chance of  struggling to 
make it fi nancially. Poverty among full-time and part-
time workers also saw a jump from its 2010 numbers.

Nashville/Middle Tennessee  

• In 2010, of  the 628,000 people in 
Davidson County, 20 percent were poor, 
based on Census estimates.
• 32 percent of  persons under age 18 
live in poverty.

• 50 percent of  single mother families with chil-
dren under age 5 live in poverty.

• In the Metropolitan Council districts in Davidson 
County (redistricted in 2011), the rate of  poverty 
ranges from 2 percent in District 35, the lowest 
rate of  poverty, to the highest rate of  poverty in 
District 19 at 49 percent.  

Central City/Suburbs: According to Nashville Area 
Chamber of  Commerce research, in 2000 there were 
127,866 people living at or below the poverty level in 
the Middle Tennessee region (9.7 percent of  the total 
population);  in 2011, that number reached 233,860 
(14.5 percent of  the population). In 2000, Davidson 
County had 64,966 people living at that level or 11.4 
percent of  its population; by 2011, 118,715 people 
were at this level, representing 18.7 percent of  the 
county’s population.

Homelessness (urban and rural)

According to the 2011 Annual Homeless Assessment 
Report presented to Congress in November 2012 by 
the U.S. Department of  Housing and Urban Devel-
opment (HUD), on a single night in January 2011, 
636,017 people were homeless in the United States, 
according to an annual Point-in-Time required count. 

 The 2012 report highlighted two important trends: 

“First, sheltered homelessness among families 
with children increased steadily between 2007 
and 2010, declining slightly in 2011. The signifi -
cant and multiyear rise in family homelessness 
occurred in the wake of  the recession, and the 
report provides some evidence that the economic 
downturn had a particular impact on the stability 
of  family households.

The nashvillenext 
background report 
on Poverty in Nashville 
can be found at 
www.nashvillenext.net.
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“Between 2007 and 2011, the number of  persons 
in families coming from stable housing arrange-
ments just prior to entering the shelter system 
has increased by 38,090 people (a 38.5 percent 
increase). The direct movement of  families from 
stable housing into shelter demonstrates that 
families in economic distress are at particular risk 
of  becoming homeless, perhaps because they of-
ten have fewer housing options than one-person 
households. 

“Second, homelessness overall has declined since 
2007. The decline was observed for nearly all 
homeless populations: people who experienced 
homelessness by themselves, the nation’s veterans, 
and by people who experienced chronic home-
lessness. The size of  the declines ranged between 
5 and 13 percent, depending on the population. 
Most notably, homeless shelter use among single 
adults dropped below 1 million nationally for the 
fi rst time since these data have been collected. 
[There is also a] decline in family homelessness 
from 2010, the fi rst decline since 2007.”

The HUD report shares factors that may impact the 
homelessness population. The fi rst is the impact of  
the current economic climate on funding for home-
less assistance programs. Second is the impact of  
troop drawdowns in Iraq and Afghanistan that will 
see a large-scale return of  veterans, many needing 
housing and supportive services as they transition to 
civilian life. Third, the impact of  the recession may 
impact the nation for years, and HUD leadership feel 
it is unclear whether the sustained unemployment 
among many Americans, or even the ongoing fore-
closure crisis, will lead to increases in homelessness. 

In April 2013, the National Alliance to End Home-
lessness (NAEH) released The State of  Homelessness 
in America 2013. This report uses the most recently 
available national data to examine trends with regard 
to homelessness between 2011 and 2012. The report 
shows that, overall, the homeless population de-

creased by 0.4 percent between 2011 and 2012. There 
was a decrease in all homeless subpopulations, with 
the exception of  persons in families.

Here are a few major fi ndings outlined in the report:

• At a point in time in January 2012, 633,782 peo-
ple in America were experiencing homelessness.

 ○ Although the national homeless population 
slightly decreased, it increased in 29 of  the 50 
states.

• The largest decreases were among individuals 
identifi ed as chronically homeless (6.8 percent) 
and veterans (7.2 percent).

• The number of  people in homeless families in-
creased by 1.4 percent.

• 20 people out of  every 10,000 in the general pop-
ulation are homeless.

 ○ The homelessness rate among veterans is 
higher: 29  out of  every 10,000 veterans in the 
general population are homeless.

• Thirty-eight percent of  persons identifi ed as 
homeless were unsheltered, living on the streets, 
in cars, in abandoned buildings, or in other places 
not intended for human habitation.

Estimates of  the total number of  homeless people 
in the United States vary widely and, therefore, so 
do estimates of  the rural homeless. According to the 
2007 The State of  Homelessness in America report issued 
by the National Alliance to End Homelessness, there 
were around 750,000 people homeless on any given 
night. Therefore, around 70,000 people in rural ar-
eas are homeless on each night in the United States. 
Rates of  homelessness among rural areas vary widely. 
According to the Alliance’s Geography of  Home-
lessness report, there are approximately 14 homeless 
people on average for every 10,000 people in rural 
areas, compared with 29 homeless people for every 
10,000 in urban areas.

According to the NAEH, the same structural factors 



A background report submitted to nashvillenext 
May 2013 • pg 22

Regionalism

that contribute to urban homelessness—
lack of  affordable housing and inade-
quate income—also lead to rural home-
lessness. Perhaps the most distinguishing 
factor of  rural homelessness, however, is 
access to services. Unlike in urban areas, 
many rural homeless assistance systems 
lack the infrastructure to provide quick, comprehen-
sive care to those experiencing homelessness. Rea-
sons for this difference are many, including lack of  
available affordable housing, limited transportation 
methods, and the tendency for federal programs to 
focus on urban areas. Additionally, rural areas tend to 
have higher rates of  poverty, only compounding the 
risk of  becoming and staying homeless in those ar-
eas. Due to these barriers, one of  the most important 
strategies in ending rural homelessness is prevention.

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

According to the 2011 Annual Homeless Assessment Re-
port, 10 states experienced decreases in homelessness 
each year between 2007 and 2011: Arizona, Illinois, 
Indiana, Nevada, New Hampshire, North Dakota, 
Oregon, Rhode Island, Tennessee, and Washington.

Nashville Homelessness: According to the Metropoli-
tan Homelessness Commission, Nashville’s Point-
in-Time count of  its homelessness showed that on a 
winter night in 2011:

• 2,245 individuals slept in a shelter or outdoors;
• 1,885 were counted in a shelter; and
• 360 were counted while sleeping outdoors.
These numbers do not take into account people 
who stay in motels, in cars, or are temporarily stay-
ing with friends or family. The MHC estimates that 
the number of  individuals experiencing homeless-
ness in Nashville on any given night is about 4,000. 
Service providers report an increase in families who 
are homeless or on the brink of  homelessness. Met-
ro Nashville Public Schools reported 2,495 students 
were registered as homeless during the 2011-2012 

school year, an increase of  more than 20 
percent from the previous year.

Regional Homelessness: Municipalities, 
through their CoCs (Continuums of  
Care), are required to conduct annual 
Point-In-Time (PIT) counts of  their 

homeless populations. The PIT is a one-day, statis-
tically reliable, unduplicated count of  sheltered and 
unsheltered homeless individuals and families in the 
country. Programs like PIT determine resource needs 
and federal funding.

Housing for Homeless Populations: According to the 
Tennessee Housing Development Agency, in general, 
housing for Tennessee’s homeless population is split 
relatively equally into three different types of  hous-
ing: emergency shelter units (very short-term hous-
ing), transitional housing (more long-term units), and 
permanent supportive housing units, which are avail-
able to individuals and families that have been chroni-
cally homeless. 

Many cities in the region — Nashville and Murfrees-
boro as two examples — have adopted multi-year 
plans to reduce chronic homelessness.

Issue: Education Attainment
Trend: Over the next ten years and beyond, jobs will 
increasingly require higher levels of education.

The workforce of  a region knows no boundaries – 
where education occurs, where the job is, or where 
the worker lives. All businesses and economies ben-
efi t from a workforce that is prepared. And being 
prepared for a 21st-century job or post-secondary 
education is vital to an individual’s prosperity and a 
community’s economy. 

According to The Condition of  Education 2012 report 
from the U.S. Department of  Education’s National 
Center for Education Statistics:

The nashvillenext 
background report on 
Homelessness in 
Nashville is online at 
www.nashvillenext.net.
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• Enrollment in U.S. schools is expect-
ed to grow in the coming years. From 
2011 through 2021, public elementary 
and secondary enrollment is projected 
to increase to 53.1 million students. 

• Undergraduate enrollment is expect-
ed to increase from 18.1 million students in 2010 
to 20.6 million in 2021.

• Enrollment in post-baccalaureate programs is 
projected to increase through 2021 to 3.5 mil-
lion students. These increases in enrollment have 
been accompanied by an increase in diversity of  
the student population.

Data analysis from the Southern Regional Education 
Board (SREB) reinforces the importance of  commu-
nity colleges. For the fi rst time in the South, the num-
ber of  students enrolled in community colleges is ex-
pected to surpass enrollment in four-year universities.

Research by the Tennessee Higher Education Com-
mission reveals that more than 90 percent of  future 
jobs that will support a middle-class standard of  living 
will require some level of  post-secondary education. 

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

• Middle Tennessee generally has a 
more educated population age 25 and 
over relative to the U.S. and Tennessee. 
Nearly 28 percent of  adults have at least 
a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared 

to 26.7 percent in the U.S. and 21.6 percent in 
Tennessee. 

• A relatively low proportion of  adults in Middle 
Tennessee have a high school degree or less 
compared to the U.S. and Tennessee. Some of  
the less populous parts of  the region must over-
come lower rates of  bachelor’s degree attainment 
among their population. 

• Workers employed in jobs requiring a four-year 
degree are competing against an increasingly na-
tional and international labor pool. Employers re-
port that Nashville’s amenities, cost of  living, and 
perceived quality of  life currently offer a com-
petitive advantage to attracting and keeping high 
skill talent from higher-cost urban areas. 

• Roughly half  of  all jobs in Middle Tennessee and 
the U.S. require short-term training or moderate 
training, a share that continues to drop. Howev-

Figure 6: Academic performance of  high schools in Middle Tennessee School systems (2011–2012)

System
Graduation 

Rate
ACT 

Composite
Student 

Enrollment
Economically 

Disadvantaged Students
Limited English 

Proficient Students

Davidson County 78.4% 18.4 74,680 72.4% 14.3%

Cheatham County 91.9% 19.6 6,599 49.4% 0.4%

Dickson County 90.3% 19.9 8,209 53.5% 1.4%

Maury County 87.5% 19.3 11,281 57.1% 3.1%

Montgomery County 95.2% 19.4 29,126 46.9% 3.2%

Robertson County 94.6% 18.9 10,916 51.3% 5.4%

Rutherford County 90.7% 19.8 38,118 43.5% 5.6%

        Murfreesboro — — 6,985 53.2% 7.7%

Sumner County 91.2% 20.5 27,203 39.6% 2.1%

Williamson County 92.2% 23.1 31,686 12.4% 1.8%

        Franklin SSD — — 3,601 41.5% 11.8%

Wilson County 95.5% 19.9 15,408 28.8% 1.7%

        Lebanon — — 3,293 61.6% 8.4%

The nashvillenext 
background report on 
Education is online at 
www.nashvillenext.net.
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er, 38.9 percent of  net new jobs will be in these 
two skill categories in Nashville, compared to 
35.4 percent in the U.S. Often these jobs require 
a minimum high school degree, but increasingly 
employers prefer some college experience as well. 
More than 20 percent of  current jobs require a 
four-year or graduate degree as a minimum edu-
cational requirement, and occupational projec-
tions show that an increasing share of  work will 
require postsecondary education as new jobs de-
mand greater skills. For occupations previously 
requiring only short-term or moderate levels of  
training, it will be important for workers in these 
education bands to continually enhance and de-
velop their skills.

• Average regional 2010 ACT score ranges from 
18.1 to 22.7. 

Issue:  Workforce Development
Trend: If metro areas drive economies, regions must be 
competitive for jobs - nurturing, developing, retaining, 
and attracting workers.

Regions fl ourish because people and businesses have 
chosen them as their locations to live and work. The 
presence of  a workforce to meet job needs is vital to 
those decisions. 

According to the U.S. Department of  Labor 2010-
2020 projections:

• Total employment is expected to increase by 20.5 
million jobs from 2010 to 2020, with 88 percent 
of  detailed occupations projected to experience 
employment growth. 

• Industries and occupations related to health care, 
personal care and social assistance, and construc-
tion are projected to have the fastest job growth 
between 2010 and 2020. 

• Jobs requiring a master’s degree are 
expected to grow the fastest, while 
those requiring a high school diploma 
will experience the slowest growth 
over the 2010-2020 timeframe.

• Slower population growth and a decreasing over-
all labor force participation rate are expected to 
lead to slower civilian labor force growth.

Labor force

• Like the population, the labor force is growing 
more slowly, becoming older and more diverse. 
The labor force is composed of  all persons 16 
years and older in the civilian non-institutional 
population who are either employed or are unem-
ployed, but available and looking for work. The 
civilian labor force is projected to reach 164.4 
million by 2020, an increase of  6.8 percent.

• The U.S. workforce is projected to become more 
diverse by 2020. Among racial groups, whites are 
expected to make up a decreasing share of  the 
labor force, while blacks, Asians, and all other 
groups will increase their share. Among ethnic 
groups, persons of  Hispanic origin are projected 
to increase their share of  the labor force from 
14.8 percent to 18.6 percent.

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

According to a regional workforce study, Leveraging the 
Labor Force for Economic Growth: Assessing the Nashville 
Economic Market Area’s Readiness for Work after the Reces-
sion, “The Nashville region continues to be an area 
of  consistent, strong growth in population and very 
favorable employment and economic growth pros-
pects. To maintain its record of  success, the region 
must strive to keep and expand its tangible workforce 
advantages. Investment in education and training for 
workers will become increasingly important amid 
demographic changes, competition for resources, 
changing workplace needs and growing global pres-
sures to perform at every level. Success will also 
mean sustaining a competitive edge in attracting the 

‘best and brightest’ talent from around 
the country. “

According to the 2010 report, the 
10-county Nashville economic market 
area has about 860,000 people participat-

The nashvillenext 
background report on 
Economic Development, 
including workforce 
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ing in the labor force.  As one of  the nation’s large and 
emerging growth markets, it is increasingly important 
that the Nashville region understands the dynamics 
of  this workforce. The report shares several trends: 

• A major shift in population age composition is 
looming in the region and the country. Currently, 
about two-thirds (63 percent) of  the Nashville 
area’s population is of  working age (20-64). This 
is projected to decline to 59 percent by 2019 as 
Baby Boomers retire in large numbers. 

• Davidson County is an important part of  the 
population base of  Middle Tennessee and serves 
as a primary employment center. 

• The Nashville area is projected to add more than 
151,000 new jobs between 2009 and 2019. The 
region could begin experiencing worker short-
ages in the second half  of  the decade, reaching a 
shortage of  nearly 24,000 workers by 2019.

• Currently, not enough next-generation workers 
will be entering the workforce to replace the Baby 
Boomers who are anticipated to retire.

• The region will need substantial in-migration to 
meet its workforce needs if  the region’s growth 
is to continue at levels comparable to the recent 
past.

• More workers will be self-employed. Proprietor-
ships and entrepreneurs are relatively much more 
important to the Nashville area economy than 
these are in many other metro areas and the U.S. 
as a whole. 

In-migration of  workers is especially critical in niches 
requiring creative and technical skills. The area’s abil-
ity to draw potential migrating worker pools from 
around the nation - and the world - will become more 
urgent throughout the decade ahead as demographic 
shifts begin to take greatest effect nationally.

Issues:  Mobility, Transportation, and 
Land Use Integration
Trend: Congestion will continue to worsen.

Trend: Integrated transportation/transit and land use 
planning should be accepted community and regional 
planning models.

A quality transportation system provides mobility to 
all users. A complete transportation system includes 
walking and biking options, roadways, rail- and wa-
terways, and mass transportation. A complete multi-
modal transportation system is vital to a region’s 
economic and environmental health and functioning. 
Ineffi cient, congested systems impact mobility for 
residents, the delivery of  goods and services, and air 
quality. 

According to the Texas Transit Institute’s 2012 Urban 
Mobility Report, in general, traffi c congestion is worse in 
the larger urban areas than in the smaller ones. Traffi c 
congestion levels have increased in every urban area 
since 1982. Congestion levels have risen in all size 
categories, indicating that even the smaller areas are 
not able to keep pace with rising demand. The need 
for attention to transportation projects is illustrated 
in these trends. Major projects or programs require a 
signifi cant planning and development time—10 years 
is not an unrealistic timeframe to go from an idea to a 
completed project or to an accepted program. 

TTI data:

• Congestion costs are increasing.  In looking at the 
498 urban areas, costs have increased from $24 
billion (1982) to $94 billion (2000) to $121 billion 
(2011). (All values constant in 2011 dollars).

• Congestion is worse in areas of  every size — it is 
not just a big city problem.

• Population and employment growth — two pri-
mary factors in rush-hour travel demand — are 
projected to grow slightly slower from 2012 to 
2020 than in the previous 10 years.
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• The growth in usage of  any of  the 
alternatives (biking, walking, work, 
or shop at home) will continue at the 
same rate.

• If  this “status quo” benchmark is ap-
plied to the next fi ve to 10 years, a rough esti-
mate of  future congestion can be developed. The 
congestion estimate for any single region will be 
affected by the funding, project selections, and 
operational strategies:

 ○ The national congestion cost will grow from 
$121 billion to $199 billion in 2020 (in 2011 
dollars).

 ○ Delay will grow to 8.4 billion hours in 2020. 
Wasted fuel will increase to 4.5 billion gallons 
in 2020.

 ○ The average commuter will see their cost in 
wasted time and gas grow to $1,010 in 2020 
and (in 2011 dollars). They will waste 45 hours 
in traffi c and 25 gallons of  gas in 2020.

 ○ Wasted fuel will increase to 2.5 billion gallons 
in 2015 and 3.2 billion gallons in 2020.

 ○ If  the price of  gasoline grows to $5 per gallon, 
the congestion-related fuel cost would grow 
from $10 billion in 2011 to approximately $22 
billion in 2020 (in 2011 dollars).

The Center for Neighborhood Technology reveals 
that nearly three out of  four American communities 
are already unaffordable when transportation costs — 
the second-largest expense in a family budget — are 
considered along with housing. According to the Cen-
ter’s Housing and Transportation Affordability Index, 
combined housing and transportation costs should 
consume no more than 45 percent of  a household’s 
budget based on the area’s median income. If  only 
housing is considered, 76 percent of  U.S. communi-
ties are considered affordable, based on spending 30 
percent of  household income on housing. However, 
when transportation costs are factored in, the number 
of  affordable communities plummets to 28 percent, 
based on spending 15 percent on transportation. 

If  the next decade is anything like the 
last, the affordability gap will only get 
worse. Data from the Index, which cov-
ers 180,000 neighborhoods and 89 per-
cent of  the U.S. population, revealed that 
housing and transportation costs — up 

37 percent and 39 percent respectively — dramati-
cally outpaced incomes — up 22 percent — between 
2000 and 2009. At the same time, less than 1 percent 
of  the 6 million households added in that timeframe 
were in location-effi cient neighborhoods.

According to the Federal Highway Administration, 
“The role of  transportation professionals is evolv-
ing and more frequently requires them to understand 
how transportation investments can be consistent 
with the principles and practices of  land use planning 
and development. At a minimum, the coordination 
of  land use and transportation requires that those 
concerned with the well-being of  a community (or 
region, state, or nation) assess and evaluate how land 
use decisions effect the transportation system and can 
increase viable options for people to access opportu-
nities, goods, services, and other resources to improve 
the quality of  their lives. In turn, the transportation 
sector should be aware of  the effects the existing and 
future transportation systems may have on land use 
development demand, choices, and patterns.

This tends to result in a balance of  mixed uses (includ-
ing housing, educational, employment, recreational, 
retail, and service opportunities) which recognize the 
importance of  spatial or geographic proximity, lay-out, 
and design of  those uses. In addition, the consider-
ation of  long term and broader (even global) impacts 
of  land use decisions on our natural and human-made 
environment, including transportation systems and 
facilities, is critical to these concepts, as well.”

Nashville/Middle Tennessee   

The region has made signifi cant progress in recent 
years in the integration of  transportation and land 
use planning as part of  Metropolitan Planning Orga-

The nashvillenext 
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nization long-range planning and local comprehen-
sive planning efforts, but Middle Tennessee must do 
more to translate long-term thinking into short-term 
action. The Nashville metropolitan region consistent-
ly ranks near the top nationally in vehicle miles trav-
eled (VMT) per capita, spending excessive amounts 
of  money and time stuck in traffi c or on long dis-
tance commutes to and from work. The reality is that 
most Middle Tennesseans have no option for getting 
around other than by personal automobile. Sprawling 
land development patterns have made effi cient inte-
gration of  transit services problematic.

Regional leaders in Middle Tennessee have recog-
nized the need to provide a variety of  transportation 
options to address growing traffi c congestion, mo-
bility needs, pollution, and health concerns. A multi-
modal transportation system that moves people and 
goods effi ciently can support our region’s future eco-
nomic vitality, livability, and sustainability. 

Current research reveals that 62 percent of  our 
10-county region’s workforce live and work in differ-
ent counties. This data, from the 2010 U.S. Census 
Report, indicates that the Middle Tennessee region is 
highly interconnected—many people from neighbor-
ing counties are traveling back and forth every day. 
Intense inter-regional travel, combined with intra-re-
gional through traffi c on the three interstates that in-
tersect in Middle Tennessee, compounds congestion 
further. This reality of  Middle Tennessee’s current 
transportation situation has caused regional leaders 
to work together, consider, and embrace the need for 
a diversifi ed transportation system. 

A 2011 report by CEOs for Cities cited the Nashville 
region as having the worst commute in the country 
based on total hours of  peak travel times. That same 
year, a Brookings Institution report, Missed Opportu-
nity: Transit and Jobs in Metropolitan America, ranked the 
Nashville Metropolitan Statistical Area No. 93 out of  
100 in terms of  transit access. This report stated, “An 
estimated 32.2 percent of  working-age residents have 

access to public transportation such as trains, buses 
and other alternatives.” The region’s commuters spent 
an average of  35 hours stuck in traffi c congestion, ac-
cording to the Nashville Business Journal (9/27/11), 
and the average commuter drives 37 VMTs a day in 
the region (2010 VMT data). 

The rapid growth of  Middle Tennessee requires a 
clear framework for regional transit, rooted in coor-
dinated land use policies and transportation invest-
ments. Synced land use policies and development 
outcomes with transportation and transit investments 
have been used to address these issues and maximize 
future funding actions. Middle Tennessee is seeing 
progress already in this area with approval of  two 
transit-oriented developments, or transit-ready devel-
opments, in Wilson and Sumner counties. Davidson 
County is pursuing The AMP Bus Rapid Transit proj-
ect connecting East Nashville to White Bridge Road 
and connecting numerous employment, residential 
and tourism centers in between.  Intended as a mod-
el for the region, The AMP will connect to regional 
transit that serve Clarksville and Murfreesboro.

Policymakers, private citizens, and developers alike 
have seen the effects that development patterns have 
created. Many Middle Tennessee communities are 
working to create, adopt, and implement comprehen-
sive land use planning that encourages development 
in existing communities and focuses more on quality, 
design, and connectivity in local land use decisions. 
Since 2006, four counties have adopted comprehen-
sive plans along with zoning regulations to accompa-
ny the plan. In 2012, three counties began the process 
of  creating or updating comprehensive plans that in-
tegrate transportation and land use policies and fund-
ing to meet local objectives as well as provide better 
platforms to support future transit investments.
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Issue: Jobs and Housing Balance
Trend: There are increased planning efforts to address 
the need to provide a range of housing options located 
near employment centers. 

“Jobs-housing balance” refers to the approximate 
distribution of  employment opportunities and work-
force population across a geographic area. Accord-
ing to the U.K.’s Planning for Sustainable Travel, 
“The aim of  jobs-housing balance is to provide local 
employment opportunities that may reduce overall 
commuting distance among residents (and also the 
reverse – to provide homes near to workplaces). Like 
most of  the urban structure variables, it is a necessary, 
but not suffi cient condition for reducing the need to 
travel. Arguably it is more important at the strategic 
travel to work area level, or in peripheral and remote 
urban areas where opportunities for cross-area com-
muting are less.”

The U.K. team, in researching mostly U.S. job-hous-
ing balance studies, found that there is general con-
sensus that a balance of  jobs and housing within an 
area can contribute to a more sustainable travel in the 
form of  shorter travel distances, although the mode 
of  travel would be more strongly infl uenced by the 
availability of  public transportation. This group cites 
data from the San Francisco Bay Area that shows that 
improving the proximity of  jobs to housing reduced 
travel substantially more than bringing retail and con-
sumer services closer to residential areas. Their con-
clusion is that jobs-housing balance is a key factor in 
reducing travel distances.

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

Jobs are highly concentrated in Nashville and the 
counties adjacent to Davidson County. Nashville an-
chors the region in this respect and also serves as the 
employment center. The trend, however, has been for 
the residential growth that has both accompanied and 
been fostered by our core’s economic development 
successes to be in the contiguous counties. The trade-
off  is ever-increasing congestion as workers drive 

across multiple counties for homes, work, shopping, 
and entertainment, even as roadways continue to 
expand. 

A more regional view of  economic development can 
foster a better balance of  jobs and housing across 
Middle Tennessee. The main policy challenge in Mid-
dle Tennessee is less to ensure jobs/housing balance 
than to ensure workforce housing near job centers so 
that there is a good spatial match between skills need-
ed, housing choice, and accessibility to work. Creat-
ing land use plans and zoning regulations that allow  
for a range of  housing options in the right locations 
is one important strategy to meet this regional need. 

Sixty-two percent of  Middle Tennessee residents live 
and work in different counties. Cumberland Region 
Tomorrow (CRT), a nonprofi t in Middle Tennessee 
that focuses on regional quality growth awareness, 
recently revealed that this 62 percent indicates an 
increase of  almost 18 percentage points when CRT 
fi rst began tracking this data in 2000.

The increased number of  residents working across 
county lines refl ects the regional population shift that 

Figure 7: Residents who work outside their home county 
in Middle Tennessee

County
Working outside 
home county (%)

Montgomery 46

Maury 60

Williamson 63

Rutherford 58

Cheatham 83

Dickson 66

Sumner 67

Robertson 73

Wilson 71

Davidson 30

Region-wide 62

Source: U.S. Census (2009); Cumberland Region Tomorrow
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has occurred over the last decade. CRT attributes 
increased county infl ow/outfl ow numbers to more 
Nashville-based workers choosing to live outside 
Davidson County city limits. While an increase from 
2000 is not surprising, some of  the jumps are higher 
than anticipated. Continuing the pattern of  “drive 
until you qualify,” more of  the region’s workforce 
has located further from main centers of  employ-
ment, with residents reliant on highway infrastruc-
ture, affordable gas, and undeveloped land to build 
new homes. As gas prices rise, the transportation 
costs render longer commutes increasingly unaf-
fordable, even when combined with lower housing 
costs. Changing demographics also pose problems, 
as young professionals often search for homes and 
employers that are accessible by transit.

Issue: Housing Availability and Choices
Trend:  Regions will need to offer a variety of affordable 
housing choices in order to retain and attract workers 
and meet the needs of all residents.

Housing is a complex economic, social, and political 
issue that transcends traditional jurisdictional bound-
aries because factors affecting housing — such as 
availability, location, developable land, infrastructure, 
jobs, and services — are regional in nature.

Demographics will affect housing: According to John 
McIlwain of  the Urban Land Institute, “Demograph-
ic shifts and changing values will increase demand for 
pedestrian-friendly, mixed-use communities in both 
urban and suburban settings;  the coming decades 
will be the time of  the great reurbanization as 24/7 
central cities grow and suburbs around the country 
are redeveloped with new or revived walkable subur-
ban town centers. This transition will be fueled by the 
growth of  two-person households, an end of  baby 
boomers’ suburban infatuation, and public policies 
designed to stimulate compact development.”

According of  McIlwain, there are four key trends 
that will affect housing in the upcoming decades:

1. Older baby boomers (ages 55-64) - a population 
of  about 26 million Americans. McIlwain pre-
dicts that older baby boomers will likely defer 
transitioning into retirement communities for at 
least a decade, thereby limiting demand for such 
facilities. He predicts that they will purchase con-
dominiums in mixed-age and mixed-use commu-
nities of  more urbanized settings.

2. Younger baby boomers (age 46-54) – a popula-
tion of  about 52 million Americans. McIlwain 
feels that younger baby boomers will have signifi -
cant housing market challenges, negative equity 
and a hard time locating buyers for their subur-
ban homes.  Although younger baby boomers are 
at the perfect stage in their lives to buy second 
homes, the housing bust and economic recession 
have undercut their ability to do so. 

3. Generation Y (late teens to early 30s) – a popula-
tion of  about 83 million Americans. Due to the 
recent housing crisis, the allure of  buying real es-
tate has become less powerful. They will be rent-
ers by necessity and by choice. They may prefer 
urban settings to the suburbs they were raised.

4. Immigrants – a population of  about 40 million 
foreign-born living in America. This demograph-
ic is expected to grow swiftly in the coming years. 
McIlwain notes that immigrant populations tend 
to cluster together. These clusters have moved 
from the central cities to the inner suburbs over 
the last two decades. 

Household size is shrinking: Arthur C. Nelson, director 
of  the Metropolitan Research Center at the Universi-
ty of  Utah, says the shrinking number of  households 
with children is one of  the most important trends re-
lated to generational housing preferences. The share 
of  households with children fell from 45 percent in 
1970 to 33 percent in 2000 and is projected to dip to 
29 percent by 2030, according to Nelson. While the 
total number of  households is expected to grow by 
20 percent to 140,456,000 between now and 2030, 
households with children will account for just 10 per-
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cent of  that growth. Among homeown-
ers, Nelson’s research shows that only 25 
percent of  Americans want a home on a 
large lot — often the leading choice for 
people raising families — yet that type of  
housing accounts for 43 percent of  the 
supply. Meanwhile, 37 percent of  Americans want to 
live on small lots, but that type of  housing accounts 
for only 29 percent of  supply. Another 38 percent 
want to live in attached housing, but that accounts for 
only 28 percent of  supply.

There is an opportunity for infill development to make 
suburbs more convenient: “That could also be how the 
country shifts its economic engine back into high gear,” 
says Christopher B. Leinberger, a land-use strategist 
and researcher. The convergence of  two huge genera-
tions — the boomers and millennials — with similar 
appetites for compact, walkable, mixed-use communi-
ties creates an enormous rebuilding opportunity based 
on smart growth. This could be the economic founda-
tion of  the country for the next 30 years.”

There is an opportunity to create entirely new communi-
ties near job centers or that include job centers: How-
ever, this may require updating land use plans and 
zoning maps or regulations.  Some cities in Middle 
Tennessee have already incorporated these efforts 
into their plans and regulations, or have developed 
affordable housing plans.

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

Housing availability and affordability are key to the 
investment of  workers and families in their areas. 
Having myriad choices for a variety of  ages and so-
cioeconomic levels will be essential to attracting and 
retaining workers and residents. The mobility of  
Middle Tennesseans and the cost of  living in the in-
dividual counties impact where residents and work-
ers choose to live. Home ownership refl ects a more 
stable population for the future. 

According to the Tennessee Development and Hous-

ing Agency (TDHA), the typical house-
hold in Tennessee is a homeowner and 
earns approximately $43,000 per year. Be-
tween the 2000 Census and the 2005-2009 
American Community Survey, the owner-
ship rate did not change signifi cantly, but 

the housing burden on both owners and renters did. 

Households that spend more than 30 percent of  their 
income on housing are considered to be cost bur-
dened. In Tennessee, 30 percent of  all households 
(renters and homeowners) are cost burdened (2006-
2010, American Community Survey). In the nation, 
36 percent of  all households are cost burdened. 
Statewide, more renter households are cost burdened 
than the homeowners, with 43.8 percent compared 
to 24.5 percent. 

These fi gures for Tennessee show an increase — only 
15 percent of  owners were cost-burdened in 2000; 
now almost one in four homeowners spends more 
than 30 percent of  their income on housing. One-
third of  renters were cost-burdened in 2000; now 
43 percent of  renters spend more than 30 percent 
of  their income on housing. The increase in hous-
ing burdens has been caused by a sandwiching effect 
of  increased housing costs over time, combined with 
decreasing real incomes in Tennessee since 2000. Ho-
meowners make up about 70 percent of  Tennessee’s 
households. Homeowners are also notably better off, 
with the median homeowner earning more than twice 
as much income per year compared to the median 
renter ($53,000 and $25,000, respectively).  A county 
list of  cost-burdened households (both owned and 
rented) can be found in the THDA’s the Tennessee 
Housing Market at a Glance 2012.

According to the THDA’s Tennessee Housing Market at 
a Glance 2012: 
• While the declining median home prices in some 

areas increased the housing affordability for 
those who wanted to purchase a home, it also de-
pressed the housing markets and decreased the 

The nashvillenext 
background report on 
Housing is online at 
www.nashvillenext.net.
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Issue:  Infrastructure
Trend:  America’s infrastructure continues 
to deteriorate. 

Infrastructure investment is important 
because it supports economic growth and 

development. Infrastructure refers to facilities and re-
lated operations such as transportation, water supply, 
communication networks, energy supply, and waste 
removal. Infrastructure represents sizable capital in-
vestment in facilities and equipment and substantial 
commitments of  land and other natural resources. 

The American Society of  Civil Engineers (ASCE) has 
graded the nation’s infrastructure since 1988 through 
a report card that looks at 16 categories of  infra-
structure. An outcome of  a congressionally char-
tered commission, the report issued recommenda-
tions on how to improve the nation’s infrastructure. 
Since 1998, ASCE has issued four report cards. The 
2013 Report Card for America’s Infrastructure grades 16 
categories of  infrastructure. 2013 Report Card grades 
were announced in April 2013, and America’s cumu-
lative GPA for infrastructure rose slightly to a D+. 
The grades in 2013 ranged from a high of  B- for solid 
waste to a low of  D- for inland waterways and le-
vees. Solid waste, drinking water, wastewater, roads, 
and bridges all saw incremental improvements, and 
rail jumped from a C- to a C+. No categories saw a 
decline in grade this year. 

The ASCE estimated that $3.6 trillion needs to be 
invested by 2020 across all 16 sectors to bring the 
nation’s infrastructure to a good condition. Currently, 
only about $2 trillion in infrastructure spending is 
projected, leaving an estimated shortfall of  approxi-
mately $1.6 trillion. In 2009, the ASCE recommended 
fi ve solutions: 1) increase federal infrastructure lead-
ership to address the crisis; 2) promote sustainability 
and resilience in infrastructure to protect the natural 
environment and withstand natural and man-made 
hazards; 3) develop national, state, and regional in-
frastructure plans that complement a national vision 
and focus on system-wide results; 4) address life-cy-

number of  available options for those 
struggling homeowners who wanted 
to sell their homes. 

• High unemployment rates in the state 
continued to limit the affordable 
housing opportunities for many Tennesseans.

• Total building permits in Tennessee slightly in-
creased in the second quarter of  2012 compared 
to the fi rst quarter of  2012. 

• Statewide, the median prices of  single family 
homes increased slightly from 2010. 

• According to First American Core Logic, 16.2 
percent of  Tennessee mortgage holders were un-
derwater, which means their homes were worth 
less than the balance of  their mortgage. 

• The low-income housing (HUD Multifamily 
Housing: Project-Based Section 8, Section 202, 
and Section 811) continues to be concentrated 
around the major population centers across the 
state. In total, these three programs account for 
almost 40,000 units across Tennessee, with the 
median tenant earning less than $10,000 per year. 

• Most of  the largest public housing developments 
are located in the heart of  Tennessee’s major cit-
ies. Due to its age, much of  Tennessee’s public 
housing stock requires major capital reinvest-
ment, although some developments have re-
ceived signifi cant redevelopment funds over the 
past two decades through the federal HOPE VI 
program. The residents of  public housing are 
often living below the poverty line with almost 
three-quarters of  public housing residents earn-
ing less than $10,000 per year.

• Household cost burden data – Households that 
spend more than 30 percent of  their income on 
housing are considered to be cost-burdened; each 
of  the counties in the MSA are below 30 percent 
except for Davidson County (37.37 percent).

• Owner-occupied household data – Williamson 
County has the highest rate at 82.86 percent; Da-
vidson County is the lowest, at 57.64 percent.

The nashvillenext 
background report on 
Infrastructure can be found 
online at 
www.nashvillenext.net.
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Bridges

• 1,195 of  the 19,985 bridges in Tennessee (6 per-
cent) are considered structurally defi cient.

• 2,669 of  the 19,985 bridges in Tennessee (13.4 
percent) are considered functionally obsolete.

• Tennessee received $48.2 million from the Fed-
eral Highway Bridge Fund in FY2011.

Roads

• Driving on roads in need of  repair costs Tennes-
see motorists $809 million a year in extra vehicle 
repairs and operating costs – $182 per motorist.

• 38 percent of  Tennessee’s roads are in poor or 
mediocre condition.

• Tennessee has 93,251 public road miles.
• Tennessee’s highway vehicle miles traveled in 

2009 was approximately 11,080 per capita, rank-
ing it 13th in the nation.

• Tennessee’s gas tax of  21.4 cents per gallon has 
not been increased in 23 years.

Davidson County’s estimated cost of  infrastructure 
needs amounts to $4.3 billion.

Issue:  Open Space Conservation
Trend: As more and more communities are approving 
funding for open space conservation, proactive and 
well-managed open space programs will increase. 

Open space, parks, and greenways are key elements 
of  a community quality of  life. Successful commu-
nity efforts in funding and implementing open space 
plans refl ect a commitment to conservation-led de-
velopment, the preservation of  natural and cultural 
resources, and a “green” economy.

According to the Environmental Protection Agen-
cy, “Like development, conservation can be either 
planned or haphazard.” The EPA feels that locally 
based, long-term open space conservation plans are 
critical to a community or region’s future because 
well-managed open space programs protect the 

cle costs and ongoing maintenance to meet the needs 
of  current and future users; 5) increase and improve 
infrastructure investment from all stakeholders. 

Nashville/Middle Tennessee 

As the Middle Tennessee region continues to grow, 
the need for increased infrastructure will continue. 
Stated simply, growth requires infrastructure, and in-
frastructure is expensive. Local and state government 
responsibilities and costs will increase as the grow-
ing population requires additional services. Dispersed 
development patterns that require new infrastructure, 
such as roads and sewers, have proven to be costly to 
implement and maintain for local and state govern-
ments. In some cases, these new developments can-
not provide return on initial investment, much less 
long-term and operational expenses. It will be essen-
tial for future infrastructure investment to focus on a 
fi x-it-fi rst strategy and encourage future growth to be 
centered on developed areas and major transporta-
tion corridors for our region to thrive economically. 

Our 10-county region now exceeds 1.7 million people 
representing more than one-quarter of  Tennessee’s 
total population of  6.2 million. Our region is com-
prised of  more than 3.4 million acres, which is 13 
percent of  the state’s total land mass. Our region’s 
growing population requires both new and improved 
infrastructure—and both are costly. Six of  our re-
gion’s counties are among Tennessee’s 10 fastest-
growing and have infrastructure defi ciencies refl ect-
ing both current and future requirements.

According to an August 2012 Tennessee Advisory 
Council on Intergovernmental Relations (TACIR) 
report that looked at Tennessee infrastructure needs 
through 2015, currently 31 percent (or $11.2 billion) 
of  Tennessee’s estimated costs for infrastructure are 
in Nashville-area counties. 

The Tennessee section of  the ASCE 2013 Report Card 
for America’s Infrastructure reported: 
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Trust for Tennessee and Nashville Metro 
government, inventoried and evaluated 
Davidson County’s natural areas, incorpo-
rated public input, and completed techni-
cal analysis to develop an implementable 
open space conservation vision. Goals of  

the plan include: 

• Improving and protecting the Cumberland River 
system, which provides all of  the county’s drink-
ing water;

• Building up the sustainable local food supply 
through urban and rural farming;

• Improving public health by providing accessible 
places for people to bike, walk, and play; and

• Protecting scenic and historic places from disap-
pearing to development.

In 2003, Cumberland Region Tomorrow’s (CRT) Re-
port to the Region showed that from 1990 to 2000, 
more than 167,500 acres, or 5 percent of  the region’s 
total land area, was converted from farms and natural 
areas to housing and other forms of  development. 
At that time, 52 of  the largest metro regions in the 
country had an average density of  4.7 persons per 
acre. The 10-county CRT region had average density 
rates of  2.7 persons per acre, indicating a predomi-
nant sprawling development pattern. The report also 
revealed that if  development patterns from the 1990s 
continued through the year 2020, 365,000 acres, or 
a land mass roughly the size of  Davidson County, 
would be converted to development.

Many groups, including the Land Trust for Tennessee 
and the Tennessee Nature Conservancy, work with 
land owners and communities on strategic land con-
servation. CRT and state agency partners have cre-
ated and successfully used the CRT GIS Greenprint 
Tools for Quality Growth to support land conser-
vation through comprehensive plans across Middle 
Tennessee. This web-based planning decision-mak-
ing tool identifi es priority agricultural, recreational, 
and natural areas in relation to future growth and de-

natural green infrastructure of  a place, 
providing opportunities for recreation, 
preserving important environmental and 
ecological functions, and enhancing com-
munity quality of  life.

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

There are real economic advantages to open space 
conservation that preserve and enhance Nashville and 
Middle Tennessee’s natural beauty, tourism industries, 
recreation opportunities, and important rural econo-
mies based on agriculture and forestry. Tourism and 
agriculture related to natural places play a major role 
in Middle Tennessee’s economic diversifi cation. 

Davidson County leads the region in open space con-
servation strategic planning and implementation, as 
shown by the 2010 Davidson County Nashville: Nat-
urally Open Space Plan. This initiative is now being 
considered as the basis for a similar regional effort 
that connects regional open space conservation with 
rural economic development priorities.  

Nashville: Naturally, developed jointly by the Land 

The nashvillenext 
background report on 
Natural Resources is 
available online at 
www.nashvillenext.net.

Figure 8: Change in farmland in Middle Tennessee counties 

County
Farm Acres  

(1997)
Farm Acres 

(2007)
Change

(%)

Cheatham 68,158 63,122 -7.3%

Davidson 52,248 41,353 -20.8%

Dickson 148,565 139,176 -6.3 %

Maury 242,575 226,404 -6.6%

Montgomery 164,575 151,461 -7.9%

Robertson 236,385 227,298 -3.8%

Rutherford 195,295 164,411 -15.8 %

Sumner 181,570 183,493   1%

Williamson 197,934 161,851 -18.2%

Wilson 210,657 192,920 -8.4%

CRT Region 1, 697,962 1,555,489 -8.3%

Tennessee 11,122,363 10, 969,798 -1.3%

Source: Census of  Agriculture (1997, 2007)
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Annual emissions estimates are used as one indica-
tor of  the effectiveness of  EPA programs. The EPA 
graph (page 35) shows that between 1980 and 2011, 
gross domestic product increased 128 percent, vehicle 
miles traveled increased 94 percent, energy consump-
tion increased 26 percent, and U.S. population grew by 
37 percent. During the same time period, total emis-
sions of  the six principal air pollutants dropped by 63 
percent. The graph also shows that between 1980 and 
2010, CO2 emissions increased by 21 percent.

Water Quality and Availability

The average person uses 50 gallons of  water a day, so 
the impact of  that use on municipalities is obvious. 
The quality and demand perspectives are particularly 
important to the communities that are united by wa-
terways. 

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

The EPA made its fi nal designation on May 1, 2012, 
announcing that all the counties in the Nashville metro 
area — Davidson, Williamson, Rutherford, Sumner, 
Wilson, Robertson, Dickson and Cheatham — were 
all designated as attainment for the 2008 ground-level 
ozone standards (air quality). Other nearby cities, in-
cluding Atlanta, Asheville, Knoxville, and Memphis, 
all have areas designated non-attainment.

The Middle Tennessee region is blessed with an abun-
dant water supply through the Cumberland River Ba-
sin and relatively clean air that has become cleaner 
over the decades and in more recent years, as deter-
mined by the Tennessee Department of  Environ-
ment and Conservation. However, there is concern 
from regional policy makers and planners for future 
strains on water quality, and perhaps even more im-
portantly, water supply. Unlike many western states 
or even Atlanta, the Nashville area is settled around 
a signifi cant watershed—the Cumberland River Ba-
sin. According to the Nashville Area Chamber of  
Commerce, water demand needs in this area have in-
creased 40 percent in 20 years.  

velopment trends and will serve as the data platform 
for future regional and local planning and implemen-
tation. The CRT GIS Greenprint Tools for Quality 
Growth data supports county-level comprehensive 
planning and can support future region-wide open 
space conservation planning and actions.

Issue:  Air and Water Quality and Quantity
Trend:  Middle Tennessee communities are facing future 
air and water issues and the opportunity exists to ad-
dress these on a regional basis.

Without abundant and clean sources of  air and water, 
humans and our societies cannot exist. 

Air Quality

Improving public health by reducing air pollution 
and improving air quality is a top priority of  the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). A look at 
some of  the trends of  the nation’s air quality status 
through 2010 shows that:

• Cleaner cars, industries and consumer products 
have contributed to cleaner air for much of  the U.S.

• Since 1990, nationwide air quality has improved 
signifi cantly for the six common air pollutants.

• Despite clean air progress, approximately 124 mil-
lion people lived in counties that exceeded one or 
more national ambient air quality standards in 2010. 
Ground-level ozone and particle pollution still pres-
ent challenges in many areas of  the country.

• Total emissions of  toxic air pollutants have de-
creased by approximately 42 percent between 
1990 and 2005.

• The EPA has concluded there is compelling evi-
dence that many fundamental measures of  cli-
mate in the U.S. are changing, and many of  these 
are linked to the amount of  greenhouse gases 
(GHG) in the atmosphere. GHG emissions from 
the U.S. have increased approximately 7 percent 
since 1990, and global GHG emissions are in-
creasing at an even greater rate.
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Regional leaders and policy makers alike know that 
access to abundant quality water is a vital factor in 
Middle Tennessee’s continued economic vitality, liv-
ability and sustainability. Likewise, air quality is key 
to Nashville and Middle Tennessee’s desirability for 
residents and companies. Non-attainment issues ex-
ist for several regional communities that are continu-
ally watched and addressed as can be done with cur-
rent land use and industrial efforts. Air quality is also 
highly affected by auto emissions that can be better 
controlled by increased multi-modal facilities and so-
lutions.

The Tennessee portion of  the 2013 Report Card for 
America’s Infrastructure listed these challenges in the 
area of  water and environment:

Drinking Water: Tennessee has reported $3.5 billion 
in drinking water infrastructure needs over the next 
20 years.

Hazardous Waste: Tennessee has 15 sites on the Na-
tional Priorities List.

Wastewater: Tennessee has reported $1.4 billion in 
wastewater infrastructure needs over the next 20 
years.

There is progress underway on these issues in the 
Middle Tennessee region as local, regional and state 
partners work to encourage proactive water supply 
planning and policy. By addressing the relationship 
of  development and natural resources, communities 
can make better land use decisions and policy in re-
gards to the protection and carrying capacity of  their 
drinking water and air quality, and offer new policies 
and incentives that reduce water infrastructure re-
quirement and costs to private individuals, businesses 
and government agencies.

The Environmental Protection Agency and the State 
of  Tennessee require that all public water systems 

Figure 9: Changing factors related to U.S. air emissions, 1970 – 2011

Source: U.S. EPA
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annually report the analysis of  their drinking water. 
In March 2009, Metro Water Services entered into 
an agreement brought by federal courts to clean up 
Nashville’s waterways by limiting or eliminating the 
fl ow of  sewage into the Cumberland River and the 
tributaries that feed it and to ensure compliance with 
the federal Clean Water Act of  1972. 

The Tennessee Advisory Commission on Intergov-
ernmental Relations (TACIR) began looking into 
the state’s water planning following the drought of  
2007-2008. A report released by TACIR in June 2011 
revealed that the State of  Tennessee must look to-
ward regional evaluations and solutions. Individual 
communities and utilities are being encouraged by 
the state to work cooperatively with neighbors and 
other partners to more effi ciently and effectively de-
liver water to residents and businesses.

The U.S. Corps of  Engineers is working with Tennes-
see Department of  Environment and Conservation 
(TDEC) and others to develop a strategy for compre-
hensive water planning in Tennessee. This compre-
hensive evaluation is currently focused in three areas: 
two regional evaluations of  supply and demand; an 
evaluation of  current water use and availability be-
ginning at Old Hickory Lake on the main stem of  
the Cumberland River; and the reallocation of  stor-
age for water supply on a tributary project, the fi rst 
of  which is on J. Percy Priest Lake. The TDEC, in 
partnership with the Nature Conservancy , the U.S. 
Geological Survey and other state agencies and as-
sociations, are developing pilot studies in two critical 
areas: North Central Tennessee and the South Cum-
berland Plateau. 

Due to current withdrawals for water supply, there 
is a strong need for a water availability study on the 
main stem of  the Cumberland River. The water avail-
ability study will determine the following: who is us-
ing the water; where is water going (inter-basin trans-
fers); how much is being used; how much water can 
be used from each Cumberland River main stem pool 

without signifi cant impacts to authorized purposes; 
and fi nally, if  other purposes are impacted, how stor-
age should be reallocated from upstream tributary 
reservoirs and what the cost will be. This effort can 
serve as the beginning for regional water supply anal-
ysis and coordination that will help ensure Middle 
Tennessee’s future water needs are met. 

The NashvilleNext background reports on Adapta-
tion & Sustainability, on Natural Resources & Green 
Spaces and on Health, Livability and the Built En-
vironment all address air and water quality.  These 
reports can be found at www.nashvillenext.net

Issue: Fiscal Equity 
Trend: Metro areas may need to assess their tax struc-
tures to grow their regions in the future.

According to Zach Patton in a February 2011 Govern-
ing magazine article, “Regions have supplanted cities 
as the nation’s economic centers. Local tax structures 
don’t recognize this shift.”  According to Patton, 
“With blurring lines between cities and suburbs, it is 
time to re-examine the way people fund municipal 
services.”   Many regions – in order to be more ef-
fi cient in providing services to their constituents – 
have initiated regional tax-sharing programs or insti-
tuted collaborative programs.

Local, state, and federal tax structures affect indi-
vidual discretionary incomes and corporate profi ts. 
Regions of  the future will need to have a fi scal en-
vironment that attracts and retains residents and en-
courages investment.

Nashville/Middle Tennessee

The cost of  operating governments and funding ser-
vices and infrastructure directly impacts cost of  liv-
ing. The discretionary income spread keeps Middle 
Tennessee a positive place to live and work – retain-
ing and attracting jobs and employees and employers. 
It therefore becomes even more important that gov-
ernments operate effi ciently and innovatively to keep 



A background report submitted to nashvillenext 
May 2013 • pg 37

Regionalism

costs down — and that citizens believe their govern-
ments are operated in that manner. 

While the tax bases may vary, over the past 20 years, 
the area has benefi ted from a positive spread between 
per capita income and cost of  living, which results 
in what is available for discretionary spending.  That 
discretionary income spread currently stands at 26-27 
percent.

Each region boasts a variety of  revenue and tax struc-
tures that support the services of  individual cities 
and counties. In the Middle Tennessee, the growth in 
property tax base varies — ranging from 69 percent 
to 128 percent since 2000. Average wage and salary 
income in the Nashville area was higher than the state 
average in 2008 — at $43,258 — though it was lower 
than the U.S. average. The Nashville average wage 
was 95 percent of  the U.S. average in both 1998 and 
2008. Davidson and Williamson counties had 2008 
average wage and salary incomes higher than those 
in the state, region, and U.S., at $46,775 and $48,505 
respectively. 

What is in store for Nashville and the 
region as Middle Tennessee plans for 
the year 2040?

To understand and plan for the future of  a region is 
to understand that regions are people — and people 
make life and location decisions based on prosper-
ity and livability reasons. With this as a foundational 
premise, it becomes more urgent to address these 
core issues that can positively affect those decisions.

According to Amy Liu from Brookings Institute, “A 
metro revolution is coming. While urban policy may 
be considered dead, metro policy and metro action 
will defi ne the next 50 years of  economic success. 
Will Nashville follow or lead this revolution?”

Nashville is at a crossroads – celebrating 50 years of  

a metro government and looking at the next 25 years 
of  growth of  development through the Nashvil-
leNext process. NashvilleNext will create a window 
for community and regional discussion about the 
symbiotic relationship between Nashville/Davidson 
County and the region. Both the core county and the 
region must co-exist and contribute and benefi t from 
each other for the future. 

Nashville was unique in 1962; it can be unique again 
as leaders in Middle Tennessee continue to come to-
gether to defi ne a new metro area for the future — 
one with a stronger central city and a region that cel-
ebrates its interdependence and prosperity. 

Regional Examples
Identifying regional issues is the fi rst step in under-
standing how Nashville and Middle Tennessee lead-
ers can frame connected responses to Middle Ten-
nessee’s growth over the next 25 years. There can 
be a variety of  responses to growth - the ability to 
learn from other regions can create opportunities to 
study best practices and apply those components that 
can work for Nashville and Middle Tennessee. A re-
gion that identifi es and solves problems together is 
a region that will grow in an orderly and responsible 
manner.  Formal or informal cohesion and collabora-
tion is the key. A snapshot of  the issues that a region 
can work on together follows – how to create leader-
ship, fi scal and physical infrastructures to address and 
coordinate issues through growth and development 
policy for the betterment of  the region will be the 
challenge.

Visioning
Regional efforts to identify shared ideas for the fu-
ture.

Northern Kentucky Vision 2015 (www.vision2015.org) is 
a region-wide 10-year strategic planning process that 
was launched to position Northern Kentucky to com-
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pete in the global economy and to recruit, nurture, 
and retain the necessary talent. Their report reflects 
what they believe must be accomplished in order for 
the region to thrive and all of  their citizens to ben-
efit. Six strategic directions were framed:  competi-
tive economy, educational excellence, livable commu-
nities, urban renaissance, effective governance, and 
regional stewardship.

(Southwest Ohio) Agenda 360 (www.agenda360.org) 
was launched in early 2007 by a group of  leaders from 
more than 30 organizations to create a framework for 
tackling the tough issues facing the four counties of  
Southwest Ohio. While the Agenda 360 plan was de-
signed to look at the issues facing Southwest Ohio, 
it recognizes that the entire 15-county metropoli-
tan area shares common traits and challenges. The 
Agenda 360 organizers began with the framework of  
Northern Kentucky’s Vision 2015 growth plan as a 
way to closely align the two plans once Agenda 360 
was complete. Developing a shared agenda is a novel 
approach to regional civic leadership, and it includes 
a strong bias toward action. 

Collaboration
Partnerships to create formal agreements between city 
and county governments in a region to work together.

Calgary Regional Partnership (www.calgaryreg.ca) — 
Elected officials in the Calgary region work together 
to address issues of  mutual concern, to advocate on 
behalf  of  the regions’ interest, and to develop a re-
gional land use plan. It is a multi-city voluntary agree-
ment of  goodwill. Some components will be achieved 
at the regional scale — a biannual Report on the Cal-
gary Region will be prepared by identifying and mea-
suring indicators of  program; the regional land-use 
plan will be reviewed and amended as needed; a clear-
inghouse of  current local and inter-municipal plans 
will be created, research will be conducted and infor-
mation provided on innovative and effective methods 
to implement the regional land use policy; and a voice 

and advocate for the region will be formed. 

Northeastern Oklahoma Regional Collaborative (www.
neoakregion.org) is a seven-county regional collabora-
tive that has inspired several groups to work together 
to develop strategies for success in the Northeast-
ern Oklahoma area. The region should understand 
its commonalities, define a regional identity, and de-
velop a strategy for regional growth. It is also critical 
to build both internal and external communication 
infrastructures to better network, inspire regional 
thinking and provide a united voice to state officials 
and media outlets. The Northeastern Oklahoma Re-
gional Summit aimed to improve the competitiveness 
and strengthen the long-term economic well-being 
of  the region. 

Richmond, Virginia Capital Region Collaborative (www.
capitalregionalcollaborative.com) was formed to ad-
dress issues that are not confined by city or county 
limits. It is a partnership among government, busi-
ness and community to improve the quality of  life 
across the “capital region” of  Virginia that is a sus-
tained collaboration among government, business, 
and the community.

Planning and Growth Management
Joint programs to implement regional land use and 
transportation visions.

Envision Utah (www.envisionutah.org) is a quality 
growth strategy launched in 1999 which provides 
voluntary, locally implemented, market-based solu-
tions toward creating safe, close-knit communities; 
opportunities for children; time to do what matters 
most; and the security of  a good job. Simply said, it’s 
a strategy developed by the people of  Utah to make 
their lives better – that provides more choices for 
how they, and the next generation, would like to live.

The Tahoe Regional Planning Agency (www.trpu.org) 
was created by the states of  California and Nevada 
(with the backing of  federal legislation) to save Lake 



A background report submitted to nashvillenext 
May 2013 • pg 39

Regionalism

Tahoe by managing development throughout the 
lake’s 300,000-acre watershed. It is the only multi-
state, mandatory regional planning agency, and the 
only one whose jurisdiction matches a complete wa-
tershed boundary. 

(Twin Cities) Metropolitan Council (www.metrocoun-
cil.org) is the regional planning agency established in 
1967 by the Minnesota Legislature to serve the Twin 
Cities seven-county metropolitan area and provide 
essential services to the region. It coordinates plan-
ning and development within the Twin Cities met-
ropolitan area and to address issues that could not 
be adequately addressed with existing governmental 
arrangements.

The Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Commission (www.mor-
pc.org) is a voluntary association of  central Ohio gov-
ernments in 12 counties which envisions and embraces 
innovative directions in transportation, energy, hous-
ing, land use, the environment, and economic prosper-
ity. MORPC is committed to collaboration and devel-
oping bold new strategies that continue to make the 
region stand out both nationally and globally. MORPC 
provides a unified voice with the strength to make cen-
tral Ohio competitive in the global marketplace. 

(Central Florida) My Region (www.myregion.org) is a 
regional “ teamwork “ formed in 1999 that brings 86 
cities, seven counties and their leaders and citizens to-
gether to build a better future for residents and busi-
nesses. Myregion.org came from Central Florida’s 
people — their questions, their worries, their hopes 
for their communities. A number of  issues compelled 
leaders in Central Florida to come together to address 
some common-ground issues. The core question 
became: How can Central Florida be globally com-
petitive and maintain a high standard quality of  life? 
After listening to their members, constituents and 
customers, 18 business, government and civic organi-
zations came together and identified a void in Central 
Florida. They all wanted to work together, but the 
region had no sense of  itself. 

Governance
Agreements to make regionally signifi cant decisions 
under a common umbrella.

Chicago Regional Tax Policy Task Force (www.cmap.illi-
nois.gov/regional-tax-policy-task-force) — The region’s 
comprehensive plan, GO TO 2040 (Northeastern Il-
linois comprehensive regional plan), is the central ref-
erence point for the Regional Tax Policy Task Force. 
The plan, which was adopted unanimously by the 
Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning Board in 
October 2010, identifies the critical role that tax poli-
cies play in supporting, or inhibiting, the accomplish-
ment of  the goals and policies adopted in the plan. 
It recommends the creation of  a Regional Tax Policy 
Task Force as a mechanism to further evaluate the 
issues and to make more specific recommendations. 
In presenting the final plan, the Task Force said their 
charge was defined to address“ … issues central to 
state and local fiscal policy, viewed through the lens 
of  the regional economy, sustainability, equity, and 
the connections between tax policy and development 
decisions.”

(Portland, Oregon) Metro (www.oregonmetro.gov) is 
the directly elected regional government that serves 
more than 1.5 million residents in Clackamas, Mult-
nomah and Washington counties, and the 25 cities 
in the Portland, Oregon, metropolitan area. Nearly 
30 years ago Metro was created to provide planning, 
policy making, and services to preserve and enhance 
the region’s quality of  life. Its earliest responsibili-
ties included urban growth boundary management, 
transportation planning, waste disposal planning and 
management, and operating the zoo — all of  which 
remain in the Metro portfolio today. Since then, Met-
ro’s duties have expanded as envisioned in its char-
ter. Time and again, regional jurisdictions and leaders 
have turned to Metro for region-wide solutions to 
other needs — solid waste management and recy-
cling, preservation of  natural areas, long-range plan-
ning, habitat restoration, and venues for conventions, 
exhibits, and performing arts. 
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(Denver, Colorado) Mile High Compact (www.drcog.
org/index.cfm?page=MileHighCompact.org) is a 
voluntary agreement among Denver metro area cit-
ies and counties to manage growth throughout the 
region by adhering to the principles outlined in Metro 
Vision. The landmark agreement, unique in the na-
tion, was achieved through a joint effort of  the Metro 
Mayors’ Caucus and Denver Region Council of  Gov-
ernments in 2000. As of  December 2010, 46 commu-
nities representing around 90 percent of  the region’s 
population had signed the agreement. 

Intergovernmental Agreements (IGAs)
Agreements between governments at a smaller scale 
than the entire region.

Boulder County, Colorado (www.bouldercounty.org/
property/build/pages/1gas.aspx)    Intergovernmental 
agreements (IGAs) make up comprehensive plan-
ning agreements that are implemented after differing 
parties within Boulder County find common ground 
regarding management issues in transportation, af-
fordable housing, open space acquisitions, and the 
definition of  urban/rural growth boundaries. The 
county currently has IGAs in force with each of  the 
county’s municipalities.

(Illinois) Northwest Water Planning Alliance (www.
nwpa.us) was officially constituted by Intergovern-
mental Agreement on September 10, 2010. It repre-
sents five councils of  government, including approxi-
mately 80 communities (including Aurora and Elgin) 
and five counties (DeKalb, Kane, Kendall, Lake, and 
McHenry), encompassing over 1.3 million people. 
The NWPA uses a cooperative planning approach to 
water supply planning for the NWPA sub-region. 

The Delaware River Basin Commission (www.state.nj.us/
drbc) mediates the demands of  competing water us-
ers across local, state and even national boundaries. 
The Delaware River Basin Commission is a federally-
sponsored but state-controlled forum through which 
Pennsylvania, New York and New Jersey hammer 

out the allocation of  water and management of  river 
flows through mutual agreement. The states have 
committed themselves through a compact to main-
tain minimum specified flow rates needed to sustain 
ecological functions and protect intakes. Although 
controlled by its member states, the Commission 
serves them all as a neutral expert, in effect setting 
the bounds of  negotiation by showing the states how 
much water, and from where in the system, they have 
to work with.

Air Quality
The Houston Regional Air Quality Task Force (www.
greenhoustontx.gov/pdf/ghp-airqualityreport.pdf) is a 
diverse group of  business executives, economic de-
velopment executives, community leaders, and en-
vironmental and health professionals  organized to 
develop a comprehensive understanding of  the state 
of  air quality in the region, the human health im-
pacts and risks, and key contributors to air quality. 
The Houston Regional Air Quality Task Force be-
lieves that improvement in air quality will create a ro-
bust, viable economic climate and improve the public 
health in the Houston/Galveston region.

Water Conservation 
Conserve Florida (www.conservefloridawater.org ) — in 
February 2004, stakeholders signed the “Joint State-
ment of  Commitment for the Development and 
Implementation of  a Statewide Comprehensive Wa-
ter conservation Program for Public Water Supply.” 
That collaborative effort was the basis for the 2004 
enactment of  a law that states that the overall wa-
ter conservation goal of  the State is “to prevent and 
reduce wasteful, uneconomical, impractical, or un-
reasonable use of  water resources.” To achieve these 
conservation objectives, the legislation emphasized 
“goal-based, accountable, tailored, and measurable 
water conservation programs for public water sup-
ply.” The Conserve Water Clearinghouse was estab-
lished to provide information and tools to improve 
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water conservation through the development of  util-
ity-specific, goal-based water conservation programs. 
A web-based conservation planning and reporting 
software application known as the Guide was also 
developed. The Department of  Environmental En-
gineering Sciences at the University of  Florida was 
selected to promote improved water conservation by 
hosting the Clearinghouse and associated online re-
sources, such as the Guide.

Open Space Conservation

Colorado Open Space Alliance ( www.coloradoopens-
pace.org/about.cfm) is a statewide organization of  pub-
licly funded local and regional open space programs, 
working cooperatively to share information, create 
public awareness and foster partnerships needed to 
protect and preserve the special places of  Colorado. 

Santa Ana River Trail and Parkway (www.santaanariver-
trail.org/home.html) was developed through the coop-
erative efforts of  park districts, counties, cities, non-
profits and average citizens interested in recreational 
opportunities for a rapidly growing region. The trail 
passes through 14 incorporated cities in three coun-
ties. A recreational bikeway and trail from the San 
Bernardino Mountains to the Pacific Ocean was first 
envisioned more than 100 years ago. In 1955, the idea 
of  a Santa Ana River Trail and Parkway was formal-
ized. Since that time sections of  the 110-mile trail 
have been completed, and the trail currently serves 
the needs of  recreational bicyclists and equestrians, 
and even provides an opportunity to use alternative 
means of  transportation for some commuters. In 
2006, three counties entered into a Memorandum of  
Understanding to assist in completing this regional 
recreational resource.

Housing
Housing Chicago Regional Housing Choice Initiative (CRH-
CI) Project (www.metroplanning.org/uploads/cms/
documents/FINAL_CRHCI_Proposal_to_HUD.

pdf) is a collaboration among several housing au-
thorities, advocates, and civic organizations. CRCHI 
proposed a demonstration pilot to refine and scale 
up lessons learned through various local and national 
regional voucher initiatives, with a focus on (a) im-
proving both locational and experiential outcomes for 
participating households, and (b) reducing administra-
tive barriers. CRHCI partners include:  The Regional 
Housing Initiative, regional housing authorities, the 
Metropolitan Mayors’ Caucus, and the Chicago Met-
ropolitan Agency for Planning, and many others.

Homelessness  Reduction
The Tennessee Valley Coalition to End Homelessness 
(www.tvceh.org/about-us/) is a broad base of  commu-
nity partners who work diligently to prevent home-
lessness and to meet the needs of  the homeless pop-
ulation in East Tennessee. They plan, develop, and 
implement collaborative services designed to provide 
needed care and create systemic change within the 
community. Partners of  the Tennessee Valley Coali-
tion work together to address the larger picture and 
identify gaps in the services, unmet needs, and what 
future services might be required. The Tennessee 
Valley Coalition speaks as one voice and through mu-
tual support and recognition of  each partner as part 
of  a larger whole, a community attitude is created. 
This community is then better able to meet the needs 
of  homeless people and foster the systematic change 
necessary to break the cycle of  homelessness, by re-
sponding to the needs of  the community and region.

Tax Base Sharing 
Tax base sharing is one way to ease disparities across 
local areas in tax rates and tax bases while at the same 
time reducing incentives for local areas to compete 
for tax base.

Twin Cities (MN) (www.metrocouncil.org/metroarea/
FiscalDisparities/index.htm) — the most prominent 
example of  tax base sharing is the Twin Cities Fis-
cal Disparities program, which places 40 percent of  
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the growth in commercial-industrial tax base in each 
municipality in each year into a seven-county, regional 
pool and then distributes the tax base back to partici-
pating municipalities and school districts based on tax 
base and population. The redistributed tax base is then 
taxed by each location at its own tax rate. The pro-
gram’s design means that it is a very effective way to:

• Reduce incentives for ineffi cient competition for 
tax base — by reducing the tax base “reward”

• Encourage joint economic development efforts, 
enhancing long-run regional growth — by allow-
ing all places to share in tax-base growth in only 
one area

• Complement regional land-use planning efforts 
— by spreading the tax benefi ts of  regional plan-
ning decisions across the whole region

• Provide insurance against future changes in 
growth patterns — few parts of  a region can 
count on being a regional growth leader forever

• Reduce inequalities in tax rates and services by giv-
ing larger shares of  the pool to lower tax-base places.

New Jersey Meadowlands Commission  (www.njmead-
owlands.com) is not an attempt to minimize fiscal dis-
parities, but to reduce the fiscal impacts of  land use 
regulation. The Hackensack Meadowlands revenue-
sharing program was created to protect wetlands by 
reducing competition for new development in the 14 
municipalities and two counties that are a part of  the 
program. The Hackensack Meadowlands Master Plan 
for the area, adopted in 1972, formed a regional ap-
proach to zoning. As it was being developed, legisla-
tors saw a need to create a tax revenue sharing plan to 
share the benefits of  development as they zoned cer-
tain areas for industrial, commercial and residential 
use and others for parks, highways, open space and 
other nontaxable uses. The tax sharing plan was de-
signed to balance inequities whereby each community 
would get a proportionate share of  the property taxes 
from “new” (post-1970) development, regardless of  
where it occurs. 

New York State  (www.ecode360.com/11991266)- an 
authorization given to the City of  Gloversville by a 
2001 statute to provide water and other services to 
the Town of  Johnstown in exchange for a share of  
tax revenues resulting from development of  proper-
ties in the town receiving the services. Those shared 
tax revenues could include property tax, sales tax, and 
any other specified taxes generated from such prop-
erties. 

Denver, Colorado,  Scientific and Cultural Facilities Dis-
trict (www.scfd.org) is a regional taxing district that is 
a voter-approved annual distribution of  one penny 
on $10 sales tax collected in the seven-county metro 
area. More than $37 million was distributed to ap-
proximately 300 eligible scientific and cultural orga-
nizations in 2009. The total revenue distributed from 
1989 through 2009 is $628,000,000; the highest an-
nual distribution in SCFD’s 20-year history was $42.1 
million in 2007.
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Since 1999, our Middle Tennessee Region has seen 
the creation of  ten important regional institutions 
that are leading our successful regional collaborative 
efforts today. Through leadership of  these organiza-
tional leaders, our current Regional Collaborative Ac-
tions are built upon four important stages of  work: 
Collaborative Leadership, Vision and Consensus, 
Program Action and Strategic Implementation.

Leadership Middle Tennessee
The mission of  Leadership Middle Tennessee is 
to broaden the regional perspective of  diverse and 
proven community leaders. Through networking, col-
laboration, and strategic thinking, we are committed 
to developing regional leaders who can contribute 
to long-term solutions that sustain and balance the 
quality of  life and economic growth for our collective 
unique communities.

Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce 
Partnership 2020
As part of  the Nashville Area Chamber of  Com-
merce mission to—create economic prosperity—the 
Nashville Chamber focuses on economic develop-
ment in the Nashville region through the Partnership 
2020 initiative. This nationally recognized program 
is Middle Tennessee’s leading economic develop-
ment initiative for retaining, expanding, businesses to 
Nashville region.

Cumberland Region Tomorrow
Founded 2000, Cumberland Region Tomorrow is a 
private, non-profi t, citizen-based regional organiza-
tion working with public and private partners, ded-
icated to planning for the future livability and eco-
nomic vitality of  the ten-county Middle Tennessee 
Region. CRT supports and encourages growth plan-
ning, with emphasis on land use, transportation, and 
preservation of  the rural landscape and character of  
the region’s communities.

Nashville Area Metropolitan Planning 
Organization
The Nashville Area Metropolitan Planning Organiza-
tion (MPO) is committed to providing leadership to 
the region in the planning, funding, and development 
of  a regional multi-modal transportation system; one 
that promotes personal and social economic prosper-
ity while encouraging sustainable growth and devel-
opment practices to protect and preserve valuable 
community and natural assets.

Middle Tennessee Mayors Caucus
The Middle Tennessee Mayors Caucus was formed 
in July of  2009 to provide leadership on important 
issues facing a rapidly changing regional landscape. 
Transportation, and particularly the pursuit of  a 
modern mass transit system, served as the early cata-
lyst, but in its brief  history the Caucus has served as 
an effective forum for building personal relationships 
among Mayors and has helped local governments 
support each other on issues ranging from fl ood re-
covery to proposed state legislation.

Transit Alliance of Middle Tennessee
The Transit Alliance of  Middle Tennessee is a non-
profi t organization with the mission of  encouraging 
private sector as well as public sector support for new 
investments in mass transit in the ten county region 
of  Middle Tennessee.

Middle Tennesseee’s Leadership Matrix

Appendix A: More information on Middle Tennessee regional leadership
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The Land Trust for Tennessee
Our region has seen signifi cant growth in recent years, 
and our communities continue to blossom, bringing 
new businesses and drawing new residents. But the 
very reason many people live in Tennessee – its rich 
history, green rolling hills, scenic landscapes, open 
farmland and rural back roads – must now actively 
be preserved or these precious unique characteristics 
will be lost. The Land Trust, a 501 (c) (3) nonprofi t 
organization, works with partners at the federal, state 
and local level to assist landowners, citizen groups 
and other interested parties to preserve forever the 
scenic and natural values of  land throughout the 
state.  Lands protected include private land, public 
parks and open spaces.  Our main tool for ensuring 
this preservation is called a conservation easement, 
and it is an alternative to just selling the land for de-
velopment.

The Transit Alliance of  Middle Tennessee is com-
mitted to communicating the value of  regional mass 
transportation needs and options. The Alliance fos-
ters education across the region about the economic 
value of  mass transit investments. Through these 
communication and education efforts, the Alliance 
will actively participate in the steps necessary to se-
cure dedicated revenues for mass transit investments 
in the months and years ahead.

Greater Nashville Regional Council 
(GNRC)
The Greater Nashville Regional Council (GNRC) is 
a regional organization of  the 13 counties and 52 cit-
ies of  the Greater Nashville Region of  Middle Ten-
nessee offering a variety of  programming, products 
and services, both on the municipal and regional 
level, to our member counties. We serve the counties 
of: Cheatham, Davidson, Dickson, Houston, Hum-
phreys, Montgomery, Robertson, Rutherford, Stew-
art, Sumner, Trousdale, Wilson, and Williamson.

American Institute of Architects, 
Middle Tennessee
AIA Middle Tennessee, a component of  the Ameri-
can Institute of  Architects (AIA), shall strive to ad-
vance the standards of  the architectural profession, 
to promote the public awareness of  architecture, to 
serve the members and the public at large through 
education, legislation, recognition of  work, and so-
cial events, and most importantly to support a better 
quality of  life by promoting the quality of  our built 
environment.
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