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Figure 1: Existing walking conditions at D.B. Todd Jr. Boulevard and Jefferson 
Street, with I-40 depressed below grade just beyond the intersection. 
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Problem Identification and Community Assessment 
Jefferson Street serves as a spine connecting neighborhoods with a rich history as the epicenter of the African 

American community in Nashville, beginning with the Federal occupation of Nashville. The city’s three Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities – Fisk University, Tennessee State University, and Meharry Medical College were all 

located in the neighborhoods around Jefferson Street by the 1930s, and some of the oldest black church congregations 

in Nashville flourished in the area.  As an affluent, black middle-class supported businesses in North Nashville, the 

Golden Age of Jefferson Street from 1935-65 was born. The area became a tight-knit community with dance halls, 

theaters, and beer joints where blues, jazz, gospel, and R&B stars visited as they toured the nation. Muddy Waters, 

James Brown, Etta James, Ray Charles, Little Richard, B.B. King, and Jimi Hendrix had stints at clubs along Jefferson 

Street. Residents patronized their local businesses and gathered to socialize along thriving Jefferson Street. 	

Urban Renewal and the development of the Interstate system would impact the neighborhoods as families were 

relocated and venues were razed. Metro even targeted the nightlife on Jefferson Street for elimination because of 

gambling rooms in the back of clubs. The construction of Interstate 40 and Interstate 265 (now Interstate 65) in the 

1960s displaced 1,400 North Nashvillians and isolated these historically significant neighborhoods and business areas. 

The final alignment chosen by TDOT for I-40 approaching Downtown Nashville was shifted into North Nashville from a 

more affluent, white neighborhood to the south. Sadly, the final alignment resulted in a greater displacement of 

residents, businesses, churches, and other community assets than would have occurred with the original routes 

proposed by consultants to the city of Nashville.  

The routing of I-40 through North Nashville was not achieved without a fight. In 1967, a predominately black group of 

North Nashville community members joined together to challenge I-40 in court, arguing that a flawed public hearing 

process prevented North Nashvillians from knowing the full 

impact of the chosen route. The I-40 Steering Committee, as 

they called themselves, believed that the negative impacts 

would place an undue burden on Nashville’s black community 

by displacing residents, shuttering businesses, and limiting 

access to schools and services. Although the community 

members were not successful in their court battle, some 

concessions were made to address concerns.  

FHWA administrators offered air rights over I-40 for a future 

plaza with parking, shopping, and social gathering spaces. 

Final design details were to be determined in collaboration 

with community members as part of President Johnson’s Model 

Cities program, but tensions between community members and 

Figure 2: Diagram from a 1969 study showing the 
proposed air rights platform 
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local government officials, as well as resident distrust of federal agencies in the wake of Urban Renewal and interstate 

highway bifurcation, led to an abandonment of the exploration of the air-rights platform. Nevertheless, the idea is still 

technically feasible and worthy of consideration today with fresh eyes as a strategy for reconnecting communities in 

North Nashville.  

Today, Jefferson Street still has strong educational institutions 

with Fisk University and Meharry Medical College located on 

the corridor, and Tennessee State University at the terminus 

of the corridor and 28th Avenue. A strong business alliance 

through the Jefferson Street United Merchants Partnership 

(J.U.M.P.) was formed to advocate for the area’s stabilization 

and growth. The community secured funding to enhance the 

interstate overpasses, 28th Avenue interchange, and Jefferson 

Street through the Gateway to Heritage Project. The project, 

which includes a public plaza, honors the area’s history and 

improved the aesthetics of the overpass and interchange at 

28th Avenue.  

More work on pedestrian infrastructure is needed. Two additional bridges including the Jefferson Street bridge near the 

I-40/I-65 interchange and the D.B. Todd Boulevard bridge over I-40 do not reflect the area’s character. To many, they 

symbolize how disenfranchised communities were walled off from full participation in American society as minorities 

sought voting rights and equal protection under the law during the Civil Rights Movement. They are monuments to 

hasty infrastructure decisions that have contributed to the area’s decline. These bridges were built to move cars and 

are not welcoming to those walking and biking along the corridor, but with the vision of community members, they 

could become gateways and assets to reconnect the community.  

Current Funding Status and Project Priority 
Metro Planning and the North Nashville community recognize the need to improve connectivity to Jefferson Street. As 

part of the award-winning NashvilleNext General Plan, adopted in 2015, the city’s transportation plan, Access Nashville 

2040 lists a significant walking project and biking project, which were originally part of The Gateway to Heritage 

Walking Improvements project. This project is identified as a North Nashville Community Priority1: 

Assess walking conditions across bridges that span I-40 along Jefferson Street at 12th Avenue North and I-

                                                   
1 Access Nashville 2040 identifies Countywide Critical Needs which are significant transportation projects that can improve access 
countywide, while Community Priorities are transportation projects important to a community plan area. 

Figure 3: Phase 1 of the Gateway to Heritage 



 
 

 

 

Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County 3 

40 at D.B. Todd Boulevard, so they function as gateways linking the community, reducing vehicular 

speeds, and increasing safety for people walking. 

A larger bikeway connection, identified as North Nashville Protected Bikeway, is highlighted as a Countywide Critical 

Need that should utilize the D.B. Todd Boulevard bridge: 

Implement a protected bikeway along Clarksville Pike from Whites Creek Greenway, across the MLK 

Bridge, along D.B. Todd Boulevard over Jubilee Bridge to Jo Johnston Avenue. 

No funding is currently obligated for the next phases of the Gateway to Heritage or the North Nashville Protected 

Bikeway. In early 2016, the Nashville Area MPO adopted its Regional Transportation Plan, Middle Tennessee Connected, 

which includes a significant investment in Nashville’s downtown interstate loop. It is part of the Long-Term Horizon 

2040 Projects: 

RTP ID 9999 – Roadway Reconstruction – Downtown Nashville Interstate Loop Interchanges/Junctions 

Reconstruction 

It is envisioned that the loop will need to be optimized for 

future HOV or other managed lanes as the system continues 

to age. The interchanges will also need additional bicycle 

and pedestrian infrastructure to connect downtown to 

surrounding neighborhoods. Maintenance of the system will 

be critical to keeping commerce and people moving, but also 

offer an opportunity to improve how the highway system 

links communities and contributes to a sense of place. 

Through the work of the Nashville Civic Design Center’s new 

publication “Shaping the Healthy Community” and the 

Metropolitan Nashville Planning Department’s NashvilleNext, Metro Nashville is ready to work with community members 

to further design these improvements with the assistance of U.S. DOT and pursue implementation funds.  

Type of Project 
The Gateway to Heritage Walking Improvements Project proposes small-scale highway treatments such as partial 

capping and pedestrian/bicycle overpasses or underpasses. 

Project Location 
The project area includes the Jefferson Street corridor that travels over I-40 near the I-65 interchange in North 

Nashville and the D.B. Todd Boulevard bridge over I-40. The interstates bifurcate the residential neighborhoods of 

Elizabeth Park, Fisk, and Meharry. The Jefferson Street commercial district was bridged for the construction of the 

Figure 4: A partial cap over I-40 proposed in the Nashville 
Civic Design Center book Shaping the Healthy Community 

http://www.nashvillempo.org/plans_programs/rtp/
http://www.nashvillempo.org/plans_programs/rtp/
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interstates. Commercial services for the area are primarily located along Jefferson Street. Residential neighborhoods 

flank the corridor and were directly impacted by the interstate construction.  

Current Condition  
The Jefferson Street bridge over I-40 (National Bridge ID: 

19I00400057) carries approximately 14,000 vehicles per day. 

It was built in 1967 and was last inspected in 2013. At that 

time it was rated to be in good condition, but narrow, 

cracked sidewalks and 24’ wide travel lanes create a hostile 

pedestrian environment on this bridge. The D.B. Todd 

Boulevard Bridge over I-40 (National Bridge ID: 19I00400053) 

carries approximately 10,000 vehicles per day and was also 

constructed in 1967. That bridge is considered to be 

functionally obsolete. It is a significant pinch point in one of 

North Nashville’s primary bikeways as noted in the NashvilleNext project description. 

In 2015, the TDOT replaced eight I-40 bridges originally constructed between 1967-1969. Unlike those bridges, the 

Jefferson Street and D.B. Todd bridges are not yet structurally deficient. However, as this infrastructure ages it will be 

important to ensure a state of good repair, seek opportunities to reconnect bifurcated communities, and expand access 

to social and economic activities. 

Impact of Infrastructure Challenge 
The negative impacts of I-40 predicted by community members have been validated by numerous academic studies and 

local observations by professional planning staff in the years since I-40 was constructed through North Nashville. 

Concerted efforts by community organizations with support from local, state, and federal government officials, has 

helped to mitigate some of the impacts of the interstate highway, but significant barriers to economic development 

and community revitalization remain in the forms of aging, dilapidated infrastructure. 

Nashville’s participation in the design challenge will help create a vision for transportation infrastructure that serves as 

a point of pride rather than a point of shame. The design produced could be the groundwork for future applications for 

funding or local capital budget appropriations. The magnitude of impact will depend on the  project scope selected by 

community members. A large-scale intervention like a partial cap could create new affordable office or retail space, 

supply shared parking, or support affordable housing for parcels made undevelopable because they were narrowed by 

the construction of the highway. A smaller-scale intervention could also have profound impacts. For example, 

community members may choose to design a “quick-build” project that results in immediate improvements to the 

walking and bicycling conditions on the existing bridge deck. Such an intervention could yield safety and placemaking 

Figure 5: Project locations identified in this map provided 
by the Nashville Civic Design Center 
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benefits, generating economic value for neighbors and bridge users. As part of the design session, participants will be 

asked to help identify measurable outcomes that could be used to calculate the net benefits of the proposed design. 

Community Vision for the Design Session 
Metro Nashville is fortunate to have a community already experienced with collaborative processes because of a long 

history of engaging with local communities in our city. The first phases of Gateway to Heritage, as an active 

partnership between J.U.M.P. and TDOT, was a true creative collaboration between public and private sectors to 

celebrate and revitalize North Nashville. This project was heavily driven by the local knowledge and local history of the 

Jefferson Street Community. The following process is proposed for initiating the design sessions, and we welcome U.S. 

DOT input in adapting the process as needed: 

1. Utilize well-established networks within the Mayor’s Office of Neighborhoods and Community Engagement, the 

Metro Nashville Planning Department, Fisk University, Meharry Medical College, the Oasis Center, J.U.M.P, and the 

Nashville Black Chamber of Commerce to publicize the design sessions. Additionally, Metro Planning will devote 

space on its website for the project to post meeting information, results, and gather additional feedback from the 

community. Social media through the Planning Department and Metro Government will also be utilized to highlight 

the upcoming meetings and discuss the sessions while they are underway. 

2. Gather input from residents and business owners in the community through the design sessions. 

3. Host design sessions with the assistance of USDOT facilitators as well as Metro Government officials in the Mayor’s 

Office and Planning Department.  These public design sessions should consist of an overview of the area’s history, 

current challenges, site visit to explore and document additional issues with residents, and brainstorming of 

potential short-term and long-term, larger-scale improvements to create a place that the community can embrace.   

4. Synthesize ideas among local and national professionals to provide a recommended strategy for short-term and 

long-term solutions for community feedback. Continue to tweak the strategies based on the feedback during the 

remainder of the design session. The strategies should also include steps for Metro to pursue in acquisition of 

implementation funds locally through the capital improvements budget, or through the Nashville Area MPO, TDOT, 

or U.S. DOT. 

5. Post the results of the design sessions on-line and communicate the results to the stakeholder networks. 

Depending upon additional feedback after the design sessions, tweak the solutions.  

6. Pursue implementation funds. The Mayor’s Office, Planning Department, Nashville Area MPO, and TDOT will work 

together and with other stakeholders to identify potential funding opportunities and actively secure funds. 

A similar framework was utilized in the Gateway to Heritage Project and proved to be successful at providing residents 

a sense of personal ownership and restored pride to historic Jefferson Street. We anticipate this process to have 

increased public input opportunities as a conversation with the community. 
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Appendix I – Letters of Support 
Contents: 

1. Mark Sturtevant, Director of Infrastructure, Office of the Mayor
2. Sharon W. Hurt, President/CEO, Jefferson Street United Merchants Partnership, Inc.
3. Dr. Phyllis D.K. Hildreth, Academic Director, Libscomb University Institute for Conflict Management
4. Clint Genoble, Associate, EDGE Planning, Landscape Architecture & Urban Design
5. Gary Gaston, Executive Director, Nashville Civic Design Center
6. Nora Kern, Executive Director, Walk/Bike Nashville
7. Tanisha Hall, Director of Long Range Planning, Tennessee Department of Transportation
8. Michelle Lacewell, Deputy Director, Nashville Area Metropolitan Planning Organization
9. Doug Sloan, Executive Director, Metro Nashville/Davidson County Planning Commission
10. Steve Bland, Chief Executive Officer, Nashville MTA
11. Dr. Bill Paul, Director of Health, Metro Public Health Department 
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June 2, 2016 
 
U.S. Department of Transportation  
1200 New Jersey Avenue, SE 
Washington, DC 20590 
Attn: Stephanie Jones, Chief Opportunities Officer 
 
Dear Ms. Jones, 
 
I am writing in support of Metro Nashville’s application to the Every Place 
Counts Design Challenge. The Nashville Civic Design Center (NCDC), a 
nonprofit organization dedicated to improving the quality of life for all 
Nashvillians.  
 
In 2004, NCDC released The Plan of Nashville: Avenues to a Great City, a vision 
plan that focused on the concept of reconnecting neighborhoods segmented 
by the construction of the interstate highway system. NCDC’s recent book, 
Shaping the Healthy Community: The Nashville Plan (SHCN,) further endorses 
these much needed connections as key strategies for positively impacting 
Nashville’s public health through built environment interventions.  
 
The area specifically centered along Jefferson Street, a once vibrant 
historically African American community devastated by the construction of 
the interstate I-40 loop in the 1960s, is a focus of these concepts. 
 
Jefferson Street has strong partnerships of businesses, community and faith 
groups ready for change. Work was recently completed by TDOT, with 
community engagement led by a local nonprofit, to enhance the interstate 
overpasses with beautiful gateway signage, lighting, historical markers and 
artwork. While this is a tremendous improvement to the previous condition, 
it is an isolated concept that needs to extended along the full length of 
Jefferson Street – to further restore this once vibrant and active community, 
and help reconnect the neighborhoods that were segmented in the 1960s. 
 
Throughout its 15-year history, NCDC has partnered closely with the Metro 
Nashville government to realize numerous plans and projects that incorporate 
public participation and citizen engagement to improve the quality of buildings 
and neighborhoods, resulting in safer, healthier communities. We hope you 
will consider bringing the Design Challenge to Nashville, and look forward to 
working with you and Metro Nashville community team. 
 
Sincerely,  

 
Gary Gaston  
Executive Director 
 
  
cc. Mary Beth Ikard, Shain Dennison, and Adams Carroll 



 



 







 

 

 T H E  H O N O R A B L E  R A N D A L L  H U T T O ,  C H A I R M A N  

 

 

 

June 3, 2016 

 

Stephanie Jones, Chief Opportunities Officer 

U.S. Department of Transportation  

1200 New Jersey Avenue, SE 

Washington, DC 20590 

 

Dear Ms. Jones, 

The Nashville Area MPO is pleased to offer this letter of support for Metro Nashville’s application 

to the Every Place Counts Design Challenge. In 1968 the Jefferson Street corridor, a tight-knit 

community home to many African-Americans, was negatively impacted by the construction of 

Interstate 40. Since that time, locals along Jefferson Street have worked to forge strong business 

partnerships to enhance the livability and quality of life in the area, but the design challenges 

posed by Interstate 40 have held back improvements to this corridor.  

 

Earlier this year the Nashville Area MPO adopted its 2040 regional transportation plan (RTP) and 

the goals of the Design Challenge align not only with local objectives, but also with the regional 

priorities of the RTP, which are to maintain a safe and reliable transportation system for people 

and goods, help local communities grow in a healthy and sustainable way, enhance economic 

competitiveness and to spend public funds wisely by ensuring a return on investment. The 2040 

RTP identified nine priority projects of regional significance, of which the reconstruction and 

modernization of the U.S. Interstate loop in downtown Nashville is one. This reconstruction will 

directly affect the Jefferson Street corridor and outcomes from the design challenge will support 

future work to improve access and mobility throughout downtown and nearby neighborhoods.  

 

Additionally, the Jefferson Street corridor has limited walking and biking facilities, which present 

both a barrier to mobility and safety.  Careful design work needs to be dedicated to this corridor to 

enhance the existing bridges and develop a design that will cap these areas and reconnect the 

community. 

 

We hope you will consider bringing the Design Challenge to Nashville, and look forward to working 

with you and the Metro Nashville community team. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Michelle Lacewell, APR  

Deputy Director 

 

CC Michael Briggs, Metro Nashville Planning Department    

 The Honorable Randall Hutto, MPO Executive Board Chairman 

 Mr. Doug Demosi, MPO Technical Coordinating Committee Chairman 
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