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Nashville Highlands Case Study (Draft 5/13/15) 

Overview 
The Nashville Highlands property on the border of West Meade and Bellevue contains sensitive 

environmental features, including a 202 acre eastern section of contiguous forested hills with 2 primary 

stream valleys.  The Arizona-based corporation that owns the land, “Nashville Highlands, LLC,” is 

proposing to build a both a new commercial site on the western edge and a substantial number of housing 

units (possibly up to 800) on the eastern part of the property.  To prepare the eastern sites, they would 

remove the top of the central ridge separating the valleys and fill the western stream valley with the 

removed sediment.  This Planned Unit Development (PUD) was originally approved decades ago, and 

Metro law allows cancellation and re-zoning of such outdated PUDs when they no longer fit with the 

community plans.  Nashville’s laws and outlook on environmental protection has evolved tremendously 

in the last few decades.  Current Metro plans clearly show that the community does not want the eastern 

portion of this particular parcel developed, nor any developments that involve steep slopes, unstable soils, 

substantial forest clearing, or topographic re-grading.  The eastern development would cause significant 

environmental harm to our water and air quality, and would pose severe threats of future flooding, 

landslides, and other hazards.  In addition, it would cause substantial environmental degradation within 

the cave owned by Tennessee Parks and Greenways Foundation which sits beneath the proposed 

development.  Such actions would violate the Tennessee Cave Protection Law.  Particularly in light of the 

2010 floods, this part of the proposal makes no sense in the current context of Nashville’s growth.   

 

 

Figure 1. Pristine creek valley on Nashville Highlands property. 
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Figure 2. Old female box turtle living on Nashville Highlands. 
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Ecological Integrity 
The eastern portion of the Nashville Highlands 

property consists of 202 acres of forested hills on the 

border of West Meade and Bellevue.  The parcel is 

part of the forested ecological corridor along the 

western Highland rim of the Nashville Basin.  The 

forest is composed of primarily native species, with 

canopy trees generally in the 100 to 200 year age 

range.  The forest and adjacent properties support a 

diverse suite of sensitive species at all levels, 

exemplified by at least 12 state-listed species of 

conservation need (Inset 1).   

Nashville Highlands supports headwaters of the 

Harpeth River, with two above-ground streams and 

one subterranean stream emanating from this 

property.  The stream in the eastern valley forms the 

longest fully-forested stream in the area – longer 

than any in Warner Parks. 

Just beyond the north edge of the property is a 

waterfall that was recently purchased by Metro 

Parks, and was ranked the single cleanest water out 

of approximately 100 headwater streams tested in 

Davidson County.  On the southern edge of the 

property is a cave recently purchased by Tennessee 

Parks and Greenways Foundation which contains at 

least 5 different species of salamanders as well as 

bats and other cave-adapted species.   

Development Plan 

The first phases of development were completed on 

the less environmentally sensitive and less steep half 

of the same PUD in 2005.  The final phases planned 

include a commercial site (Figure 17 C), and two 

housing sites (Figure 17 A and B).  To develop the 

housing sites, the plan is to remove two sections of 

the top of the central ridge dividing the stream 

valleys.  This fill will be placed in the western valley, 

and then apartments and condominiums – up to 800 

–  will be placed on top of the newly flattened land.   

Inset 1.  State-listed rare species and Tier-1 Species 

of “Greatest Conservation Need” (TWRA) 

documented from Nashville Highlands and adjacent 

properties: 

American Ginseng (Panax quinquifolius) 

Eastern Box Turtle (Terrapene carolina) 

Timber Rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus) 

Louisiana Waterthrush (Seiurus motacilla) 

Northern Parula (Parula americana) 

Yellow-throated warbler (Dendroica dominica) 

White-eyed Vireo (Vireo griseus) 

Acadian flycatcher (Empidonax virescens) 

Eastern Wood-Pewee (Contopus virens) 

Wood Thrush (Hylocichla mustelina) 

Red-breasted Nuthatch (Sitta canadensis) 

Yellow-bellied sapsucker (Sphyrapicus varius) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Mature Native Forest. 

 

 
Figure 4. Propeller Trillium (Trillium stamineum) has 

a very restricted range, and Davidson County is the 

very northern extent. 
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Owners 

Nashville Highlands is owned by a corporation based 

in Arizona that has very little connection to or 

understanding of our local communities.  The actors 

involved with this company work on projects like 

developing the Everglades, building swimming pool 

resorts in the desert southwest, and other projects 

that do not relate to Nashville’s landscapes.  It is 

because of this disconnect that there seems to be 

little understanding of how poorly the development 

fits within our local community. 

 

Metro Law allows cancellation of the plans  
Nashville Highlands is a PUD that was originally approved 

decades ago, and was last submitted to Metropolitan 

Planning Commission (MPC) in 2003.  Recent internal 

reviews found no evidence of development activity within 

the prior 6 years on this property.  We still must provide 

the developers a 90-day period to prove recent activity 

before making a formal finding of inactivity (see Inset 2). 

 

Metro Plan Highlights this Parcel  
After a long series of community meetings, the Bellevue 

Community Plan was adopted in 2011, approved by 

Council and signed by the Mayor.  In this document, there 

is only one large tract of land highlighted for future 

conservation, and that is the entire eastern portion of the 

Nashville Highlands property.  The community wants to 

keep this land undeveloped for these reasons: 

1) It is an ecological treasure unrivaled by other 

private holdings in the area (see Ecological 

Integrity section above) 

2) It is a key link in the ecological corridor bisecting 

this part of the city, as documented in the 2011 

Nashville Open Space Plan. 

3) It is a key part of a planned cross-city hiking trail 

that will be a beacon for Nashville 

 
Figure 5. Example of another project managed by 

the agents of Nashville Highlands. 

 

 

 

 

 

Inset 2. Metropolitan Code 17.40.120 - Planned unit 

development (PUD) overlay 

“The metropolitan planning commission is 

authorized to review any planned unit 

development overlay district (PUD), or portion 

thereof, to determine whether development 

activity has occurred within six years… and, if 

determined inactive… to recommend 

legislation to the council to re-approve, amend 

or cancel the PUD and make conforming 

changes to the base zoning if necessary.”  

 

 
Figure 6. Bellevue Community Plan highlights 

Nashville Highlands Property as the only large future 

conservation area. 
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Steep, Unstable Slopes  
A central theme of the 2011 Bellevue Community Plan and 

the current draft of NashvilleNext is enforcement of 

Metro ordinances preventing development on steep, 

unstable slopes.  These sensitive environmental features 

are prone to landslides, essential for water filtration, and 

support our best remaining natural ecosystems.  Our 

oldest forests remain on these slopes for the precise 

reason that previous generations found the slopes 

unsuitable for development, and so left them alone.  This 

common sense thinking still applies today.   

Most of the area of proposed development contains 

slopes over 25% grade, including key hillsides in the 

development zone with over 35 acres of contiguous grade 

greater than 25%, much of which is significantly over 35% 

grade (Fig 8.).  The strictest standards prohibiting 

disturbance to slopes apply to everything greater than 

25% (Insets 3-5).  Most of the soils in the development 

area are Bodine-Sulphura complex (Fig. 9), which fall 

under “Problem Soils” within Metro code.  

In addition to meeting the general criteria for slopes and 

soils with building prohibitions, several massive landslides 

have been documented specifically on the Nashville 

Highlands property, and many more have occurred on 

neighboring properties in the same geologic context.  

Downstream hydrologic degradation from the first phases 

of Nashville Highlands (Appendix 4) continues over a 

decade after completion, and the next phase involves 

significantly greater environmental challenges.   

Ridgetop Removal 
The Bellevue Community Plan emphasizes prohibitions 

against re-grading of slopes and ridgetops.  These 

activities degrade our landscape, ruin our viewsheds, and 

cause substantial problems for our watersheds.  The type 

of footprint proposed for Nashville Highlands requires 

substantial re-grading of the landscape.  The plan would 

be to cut off the top of the central ridge, and use the 

excavated material to fill the western valley and creek.  

These rolling hills are what define Nashville, and 

Nashvillians stand opposed to cutting down the hills and 

filling the valleys to make a flat landscape like deserts and 

beachfronts where the developers are used to building. 

 
Figure 7. Large landslide on the Nashville 

Highlands property destroyed a road in 2010.  

Figures 9-10 show images from 8 other landslides 

that occurred nearby in the same geologic 

formations in 2010. 

Inset 3. Metropolitan Code 17.28.020 – 

Environmental Performance Standards Applicability 

“Hillside development standards apply to 

new construction on land in an 

undeveloped state where natural slopes 

are of fifteen percent or greater.”  

 

Inset 4. Metropolitan Code 17.36.050 – Planned Unit 

Development minimum performance standards.  

“Areas to be protected shall include 

undisturbed hillsides of twenty percent or 

greater slopes.”  

 

Inset 5. Metropolitan Code 17.28.030 – Hillside 

development standards 

“Large contiguous areas containing natural 

slopes in excess of twenty-five percent 

should be recorded as common open space 

and permanently maintained in a natural 

state.”  
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Figure 8.  Slopes on the Nashville Highlands property.  The dotted lines indicate proposed area of new 

housing construction. 



7 
 

 

Figure 9. Soils on Nashville Highlands Property. The dotted lines indicate proposed area of new housing 

construction.  
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Figure 10.  Images from 2 landslides in West Meade neighborhood which borders Nashville Highlands. 

Wayside Court Landslide Rolling Fork Landslide #1

Wayside Court Landslide Wayside Court Landslide

Wayside Court Landslide
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Figure 11.  Images of 6 other large landslides which occurred near Nashville Highlands in 2010. 

  

#2

#3
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Forest Tree Protection 
The Bellevue Community Plan, the Nashville Open Space 

Plan, and the current draft of NashvilleNext also clearly 

emphasizes the importance of protecting our remaining 

forests.  We have already lost 80% of our forests, yet these 

forests are essential for cleaning our air, cleaning our 

water, and preventing floods.  We need these forests 

more than ever, as Nashville recently received failing air-

quality grades from the American Lung Association and 

the 2010 flood cost us over 1 billion dollars in damage.  

This is why there is strong support among Nashvillians for 

protecting our remaining forests. 

The development and associated re-grading proposed on 

the Nashville Highlands property would destroy one of 

our best remaining forests.  Their building footprint will 

immediately remove 50 acres of prime forest.  However, 

the impact area of the entire construction zone, including 

the area of re-grading and fill will be much larger.  

Additionally, the altered hydrology will have cascading 

impacts far into the forest.  There is a zone of dead and 

dying forest trees surrounding the first phases of 

development on the Nashville Highlands property, and 

surrounding other nearby developments (Figure 12).   

When the topography is altered, this changes how water 

enters and leaves the water table.  In addition, when 

roads, buildings, and other impervious surfaces shed 

water into storm drains, this water bypasses the forests 

(Appendix XXX).  Thus, the forests are starved of water and 

die.  

Tennessee Cave Protection Law 
It is illegal in Tennessee to destroy the ecology of another 

landowner’s cave (Inset 6).  The Nashville Highlands 

development plan is to cut off the hill and place 4-story 

apartments directly above the Belle Forest Cave, which is 

owned by Tennessee Parks and Greenways Foundation.  

This will have substantial impacts on the cave 

environment. 

The entrance to the Belle Forest Cave sits within a 4-acre 

property owned by Tennessee Parks and Greenways 

Foundation, whose intent is to protect the plants, animals, 

artifacts, and natural environment of this biodiversity 

treasure.  The Belle Forest Cave is formed by an 

 

Figure 12. Due to altered hydrology, the forest trees 

are slowly dying around the first phase of 

development at Nashville Highlands (top) and 

developments on the same street (bottom). 

Inset 6. The Tennessee Cave Protection Law (1991) 

“It is an offense for any person, without the 

prior permission of the owner, to knowingly… 

harm any natural material found within any 

cave or cavern… kill, harm or disturb any plant, 

animal or artifact found therein… disturb or 

alter the natural condition of such cave or 

cavern…” 

 

 

Figure 13. The Belle Forest Cave, owned by 

Tennessee Parks and Greenways Foundation. 
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underground stream which flows throughout the cave and 

out of the entrance clear and cold for most of the year.  

The species and formations within this cave are 

dependent upon this stream.  As a prime example, 

salamanders represent one of the most sensitive groups 

of organisms, often acting as indicators of ecological 

integrity.  Salamanders breathe through their delicate skin 

which must remain moist and free of toxins.  When the 

waters they depend upon change in pH, salinity, 

temperature, flow rate, or other factors, salamanders 

often die or fail to continue reproducing.  Five species of 

salamanders have been documented within the Belle 

Forest Cave.  In addition, this cave supports bats, cave-

adapted millipedes, and various other fauna.   

The Belle Forest Cave entrance is at the foot of the very 

hill which the Nashville Highlands development plans call 

for re-grading and massive construction.  Such plans 

would inevitably cause massive disturbance to the natural 

condition of the Belle Forest Cave.   

One principal impact of the development would be 

degradation of the stream environment. The stream 

feeding the Belle Forest Cave is supported by the 

watershed in the landscape above it.  Hilltop removal 

would first introduce substantial siltation and runoff into 

the stream system.  The placement of asphalt, buildings, 

and other impervious surfaces would then divert water 

that would have otherwise fed the Belle Forest stream.  

Water that does reach the stream will now have elevated 

temperatures and increased dissolved solutes.  These 

changes will likely cause death and failed reproduction of 

sensitive cave inhabitants such as the salamander species.  

Changes in the moisture levels will also change the natural 

growth patterns of cave formations, including the 

stalactites, stalagmites, popcorn, and other features 

found in this cave. 

A second major impact will be caused by the blasting and 

heavy activities that will be necessary to remove the 

hilltop and lay the foundation for apartment buildings 

directly above the cave.  It is quite likely that this will cause 

the collapse of portions of several of the rooms found 

throughout this cave.  Throughout the period of 

construction, this will also disturb species such as the bats 

which roost in the cave. 

 

Figure 14. Salamanders photographed within Belle 

Forest Cave.  Clockwise from top left: Long-tailed 

(Eurycea laungicaudata), Slimy (Plethodon 

glutinosis), Dusky (Desmognathus fuscus), Cave 

(Eurycea lucifuga) and Zigzag (Plethodon dorsalis) 

salamanders.  

 

Figure 15. Location of the Belle Forest Cave entrance 

(red asterisk) relative to the planned site of ridgetop 

removal and apartment construction (red circle). 

*
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Building on Karst 
From an engineering standpoint, building apartments on 

top of caves is not a good idea.  The Belle Forest Cave and 

its various rooms which open towards the surface cuts 

right beneath the hill where Nashville Highlands plans to 

build 4-story apartments.  This is not an isolated cave, but 

this is a karst landscape, riddled with caves.  Another well-

known cave, Razorblade cave sits 450 m west of the 

Nashville Highlands property.  Nearby, 350 north of 

Nashville Highlands property, in 2008, a sinkhole opened 

up and swallowed half of Jocelyn Hollow Road, 2 trees, a 

wall, and a creek, and even after filling with gravel, cave-

ins continue in this spot.  The added weight of buildings, 

changes in the hydrology, and re-grading operations can 

all trigger failure in the underlying cavernous bedrock. 

 

  

 

 
Figure 16.  Photographs taken from within the Belle 

Forest Cave. 
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Appendices. 
1. Hillside development woes, Tennessean 2000.  
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2. Rules on hillside development, Tennessean 2003.
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3. Unstable Slopes and Landslides by Robert A Miller (see document cited below). 
 

LANDSLIDES IN THE NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE AREA WINTER 1975, 15 p., 16 figs., 2 tables, by Robert A. 

Miller and John D. Weithe (1975). Reprinted (1998) Discusses the geology and physiography of the area, 

nature and causes of the landslides, and their results 
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4. Complaint of watershed impacts from earlier phase of Nashville Highlands.  

 


