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Abstract

This thesis explores the relationship between NIMBYism and localism through a
comparative case study analysis of economic development projects that faced local opposition.
Understanding how communities respond to development initiatives is essential to maintaining
democratic principles because in these societies, civil conflict and public debate are
foundational. This research seeks to understand the social and political dynamics at play,
helping governments, organizations, and citizens move from top-down planning approaches
toward more collaborative, place-based development.

A key theme of this study is the need to disentangle the often pejorative label of
NIMBYism (“Not in My Backyard”)—frequently used by governments and developers to
dismiss dissent—from the more constructive framework of localism, which reflects grassroots,
citizen-led engagement. By analyzing the language and power dynamics surrounding these
terms, this thesis offers a more accurate understanding of how local communities interact with
development pressures.

Focusing on mid-sized cities and their surrounding areas in Tennessee between 2020
and 2025, the research examines how different communities and their respective government
and development organizations navigated conflict over development projects. Through a
matrix comparing successful and unsuccessful efforts at community engagement, the study
identifies strategies that can foster more community integration. These findings provide
practical guidance for economic development professionals, civic leaders, and engaged citizens

seeking to balance growth with community voice.



Extended Summary

Questa tesi esamina la relazione tra NIMBYismo e localismo attraverso casi di studio di
progetti di sviluppo economico in Tennessee (2020-2025) che hanno incontrato
un’opposizione locale. L’elaborato sottolinea I'importanza del coinvolgimento e della
partecipazione pubblica nelle societa democratiche, distinguendo tra I'etichetta dispregiativa di
NIMBYismo e il quadro piu costruttivo del localismo, radicato nella fiducia dei cittadini nei
confronti delle istituzioni e nell'integrazione dei cittadini. Analizzando le metodologie di
coinvolgimento e le dinamiche di potere, lo studio rivela come comunita, governi e stakeholder
gestiscano 1 conflitti. Dal confronto tra iniziative di successo di coinvolgimento locale e
iniziative fallimentari emergono quelle strategie che risultano piu efficaci nel promuovere la
collaborazione. I risultati forniscono indicazioni pratiche per bilanciare la crescita economica

con la capacita di dare voce alle comunita nello sviluppo territoriale.



Preface

Democracies, by their nature, must be able to withstand a certain level of conflict.
However, in a world increasingly more divided and contentious, local development
practitioners should take extra care to approach contentious community debates with
understanding.

As an American economic development professional, I often find that other
professionals in the field are frustrated with community opposition to development
opportunities. The field is focused on bringing new business and industry into communities to
enhance the economic landscape, increase the number and quality of jobs, and improve quality
of life. Yet, it can often feel as if the community is pushing back against those institutions and
organizations that are trying to help them prosper and grow. This tension puts locals and
economic development professionals at odds despite them having a common goal. Town hall
meetings can turn into debate halls where all rules are thrown out the window and projects that
seemed like a slam-dunk to developers are shut down with overwhelming vehemence. As many
facts as experts can present, local residents resist change at every turn. The underlying
psychological barriers to accepting development remains hidden.

To this end, the thesis explores cases of NIMBY (not-in-my-backyard resistance and
examines them through a localist lens. It seeks to unravel the pejorative NIMBY label by
treating local concerns about development projects as relevant instead of irrational.

My interest in the topic of NIMBYism stems from this increasingly common tension
between locals and development professionals. Through a deeper understanding of these
dynamics, I like to enhance my practice and provide greater context for other professionals.
Moreover, there has been a growing movement of localist sentiments in the American zeitgeist.
The political landscape is more divided and the negative consequences of globalism is more
commonly brought to attention, especially in rural areas who remember a simpler time. As
Robert Putnam says in his groundbreaking book Bowling Alone, “Social dislocation can easily
breed a reactionary form of nostalgia” (p. 401). I have similarly found that retrospection colors
discussions about development processes. The rapid change of information technology has
made it more difficult to gather accurate information on planning discussions which can cause
confusion and overwhelm. Without a trusted network of peers, local residents can often feel
disassociated with what is happening in their community. This feeling makes collaborative

planning more difficult as residents resist change by clinging to a memory of safety and peace.



Outside of the professional sphere, this nostalgia has shaped much of political discourse
in recent years most famously in Donald Trump’s “Make America Great Again” presidential
campaign slogan. Rural communities, especially, have felt the strain of recent global crises and
with a wealth of information and mis-information, need a concrete theory to explain their
frustration. Us-vs-them terminology and narratives are the easiest to digest and act upon.

Anti-global sentiment has bred some extreme exclusionist ideas that dismiss the many
advantages that globalism and greater interconnectedness has brought to the modern world.
While some use localist rhetoric as an excuse for these radical ideas, localism does not lead to
this conclusion singularly. It fundamentally purports that the development of the community
should begin with the residents of that area without dictating normative solutions to community
problems. The residents act together as an autonomous unit, completely in control of their
responses to outside stimuli with the hope that debates over these actions will spur innovative
solutions and build community trust. This research aims to explore development disputes
through that perspective.

In the Chapter One, I will review the literature to define localism, NIMBYism, and
participatory engagement. Chapter Two outlines the research methodology for analyzing these
case studies, paying special attention to the limitations and confines of this research process.
Chapter Three presents the case studies, including for each project a brief overview, a timeline,
a stakeholder analysis, and a success classification. Finally Chapter 4 discusses the findings

from this research and how it fits into the greater localist discourse.



Introduction

This thesis studies cases of NIMBY labeled resistance within the State of Tennessee in
the United States of America between 2020-2025. Since technology and cultural discussion
evolves at an ever-increasing pace, keeping case studies relegated to the past five years keeps
findings relevant for the economic developer today. Furthermore, cases were limited to three
roughly similar cities in terms of population: Chattanooga, Clarksville, and Knoxville. These
three cities are experiencing rapid expansion in population and are having to respond to greater
housing, energy, and infrastructure needs. While this makes them prime locations for major
developments, opposition within their boundaries has been equally as intense. This context
with the Southern United States was chosen based on the state’s pro-business policies and the
proclivity of southern small towns to be engaged with local politics. My own familiarity with
the localities in terms of geography, political structure, and culture set a foundation to analyze
local dissent and understand institutional processes for planning disputes.

While this thesis is based in Tennessee, NIMBYism is a universal phenomenon.
Renewable energy projects all over the world experience pushback from the local communities
who will bear the brunt of those costs, even if the benefits will stretch across their region.
Affordable housing, especially in growing urban contexts, creates push back from residents
who do not want their streets crowded with strangers. From rural Norway to Hong Kong,
tensions between residents and developers have grown more intense as communities resist
change that threatens their rhythm of life and even identities.

These cultural conflicts are not only exaggerated by the swift pace of development, but
also by modern forms of communication. The information age has undoubtably made
communication easier and resultingly, it has made conflict easier. Letter writing campaigns
have been replaced with email forms; door-to-door surveyors have been replaced with online
polls. These advancements have made it more cost-efficient to collect vast quantities of data,

which has been a boon to researchers. However, with less personal cost to expressing one’s
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negative opinions and a platform to gather consenting opinions, cults of similarly minded
people can mobilize quickly with limited effort. This may be the reason NIMBYism has had a
more prominent place in local development discourse in the past few decades. Technology has
evolved quickly, but our own thought processes have not caught up, therefore, intentional effort
to understanding how to engage with one another is critical for positive development outcomes.
More than ever, public sentiment is a key factor in project planning, so in conjunction with
basic democratic principles, extra care must be made in managing public trust.

Other than on online comment boards and Facebook debates, economic development
practitioners have noticed the transformation of small-town council meetings. Once a dull,
sleepy affair, they have become debate centers with every seat filled by a concerned citizen
(Everett, 2024). Th early 2000s were filled with complaints from local officials that they did
not get enough public engagement; now, they are flooded with complaints from every angle.
Sorting through local concerns has become a Herculean task, especially given the bureaucratic
strain local officials already face.

In conjunction with anecdotal evidence, a study by the National Apartment Association
identifies community opposition as a central obstruction to multi-family housing developments
(Basile, 2019). As multiple crises ravage the United States—housing, rural depopulation,
industry shifts, and political turmoil—citizens are more active in voicing their dissent. As Jacob
Everett in Area Development Magazine (2024) writes of this new era, “Anti-everything is on
full display.” Positive and constructive discourse has become rare since consensus is a hard-
won goal requiring understanding, negotiation, and consistency. The give-and-take strategy for
negotiation has been replaced by an all-or-nothing mandate; therefore, opposition becomes
stronger and projects that would benefit from public input are dismantled instead of revised.

Bridging the gap between convicted objectors and invested developers toward
constructive conversation is increasingly difficult. The argument underpinning my inquiry is
that better community involvement in the planning process will lead to greater public trust,
project outcomes, and overall local happiness. NIMBY sentiment and public discontent are an
ever-present problem in development planning, so learning how to engage with each other is
important for building a better community. Taking community involvement in planning as a
positive goal, understanding what factors influence community engagement and integration
will help local development practitioners develop better strategies to achieve their community
welfare goals. Therefore, this research focuses on exploring methods of engagement
institutions and oppositional movements use to negotiate as well as how institutional dynamics

affect development planning.
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Chapter 1 — NIMBYism and Localisms: A Literature Review

1.1 Defining NIMBYism

The purpose of this thesis is to understand how communities interact with local
governments and development actors when project opportunities arise in their area. There is a
tendency in development circles to frame local opposition as a problem to be solved instead of
an opportunity to be used towards a greater solution. Developers may use derogatory language
to undermine community concerns or out of frustration for the impediments this opposition
imposes to achieving their project outcome. This is often encapsulated by the term NIMBYism
used in situations where developers are trying to implement a project that has net benefits but
is opposed by a small set of highly localized actors. The term NIMBY (Not-In-My-Backyard)
was used for the first time in 1979 when opposition against nuclear reactors and radioactive
waste disposal instigated large neighborhood coalitions to organize resistance (Calton, 2023).
This phrasing became more popular in the 1980s as the label was applied to different kinds of
community projects, specifically housing projects.

Now, this term refers to those who generally recognize the need of a project — typically
housing, energy, or infrastructure related — but do not want to bear the cost of that project being
located near them. The simplistic nature of the typical NIMBY discourse obstructs the chance
at participatory democracy. Instead, reframing NIMBYism as localism challenges the
adversarial narrative of the term and gives a foundation for place-based responses and dialogue
among many stakeholders. The goal in this section is to clarify the terms NIMBYism and
localism as well as understand how institutions and local engagement methods with
stakeholders can influence project outcomes. All of this serves to inform the main research
question that asks how decision-making authorities can integrate local opposition in a

productive and democratic way.
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1.2 Defining Stakeholders and Power in Community Conflicts

Defining who is a stakeholder becomes problematic for developers and project managers
when public benefit is a proposed outcome. In one sense, every single person in the project
reach area is a stakeholder, but not all of them count the same. Mitchell, Agle, and Wood (1997)
describe a way to understand stakeholder salience by analyzing power, legitimacy, and
urgency. While their research mostly focused on corporate environments, these dynamics also
apply to a public context.

While many different variations may be placed on definitions for these terms, the
authors describe power, legitimacy, and agency in the following ways. Power is a coercive,
utilitarian, and normative ability to enact one’s will; legitimacy is the presence of a desirable
social good; and urgency indicates a stakeholder’s concern is time-sensitive and important. An
important combination here is that legitimacy and power together create authority.

Table 1.2: Summary of Mitchell, Agle, and Wood's Stakeholder Typology

Stakeholder Typology Stakeholder Category Stakeholder Attributes
Dormant Stakeholder Latent Power

Discretionary Stakeholder Latent Legitimacy

Demanding Stakeholder Latent Urgency

Dominant Stakeholder Expectant Power, Legitimacy
Dangerous Stakeholder Expectant Power, Urgency

Dependent Stakeholder Expectant Legitimacy, Urgency
Definitive Stakeholder Definitive Power, Legitimacy, Urgency
Non-stakeholder Non-stakeholder None

Mitchell, Agle, and Wood (1997) typologize stakeholders into several different
categories depending on if they have one or more of these different variables. Stakeholders can
either be latent (one attribute), expectant (two attributes), or definitive (all three attributes). In
public initiative cases most stakeholders have legitimacy, however, locals or grassroots
movements and developers lack power while local or regional governments lack urgency. This
tension between power and urgency is the basis for many local resistance displays. Protests,
petitions, and town hall outbursts emerge from the power disparity between stakeholders. The
urgency of expectant stakeholders manifests itself intensely into coalition building for a bid at
any power available. Here the power of grassroots movements can emerge if there are enough

locals engaged in resistance. This tactic, however, can result in a negative outcome overall: the
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project is either not developed and the benefits of the project is not realized or the project is
developed and locals feel dejected, angry, and powerless. Trust is broken either way. If, instead,
locals are able to find allies in government or form coalitions with those in power, there is a
better chance at positive negotiations and trust building even if the project does not come to
fruition.

To complicate stakeholder dynamics further, some groups are chronically
disempowered due to a lack of resources necessary to participate in protest or negotiation.
Individuals experiencing poverty, for example, may lack the time, financial stability, or social
capital required to engage with development processes meaningfully. Even when their
concerns are urgent and deeply felt, they are often dependent on more resourced stakeholders

to articulate and advocate for their interests, but this advocacy is not guaranteed.

1.3 Localism and Democratic Citizenship

Localism is not a new phenomenon rather the re-recognition of the critical importance of
the local scale. As Evans, Marsh, and Stoker (2013) explains, it was not until the Industrial
Revolution that the locus of control was moved from the local scale with national and
eventually global scales becoming the focus of political activity. However, in the modern
literature, localism does not have a static definition. They explore three different forms of
localism: Managerial, Representative, and Community. Managerial localism is the form most
common in modern democracies in which there is a, “devolution of functions...without
devolution of power or resources” (p. 403). Community localism incorporates the devolution
of rights accordingly to expand democratic activity from simply voting for representatives
periodically and allow direct participation of locals in decision making processes. In a world
where public issues are getting more nuanced and complex—what are called “wicked
problems” (Rittel and Webber, 1973)—democracies are relying on soft powers of persuasion
to gather consensus and align local capacities to achieve a common goal. Community localism
builds an infrastructure for a community forum; however, the authors do not promote this
localism as the only and best way of local government organization. Instead, these authors
recognize the need to integrate this framework within the existent representative structures and
bureaucratic procedures. The mix of different localist methods can bring a balance of stability,
efficiency, and participation.

While these localisms are perceived positively, localism has also been used as a framework

to understand exclusionary policies and anti-globalist rhetoric in recent decades. In the book
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“New Localism” written by Andrew Stables (2019), he argues that a new kind of localism can
help combat the negative externalities people feel in a globalized world and give political
agency to citizens when the democratic deficit seems to be growing. Many people, especially
rural or lower-class individuals, are feeling of hopelessness when it comes to the political
climate. This hopelessness is often a cited reason for the rise in more populist leaders in the
West not least of which being Donald Trump in the United States. His rhetoric, while brash
and adversarial, hit a nerve with many who felt like their voice had not been heard. A true
localist movement would be able to give people real agency and power in their localities
without having to resort to extreme language and an “us-vs-them” mindset.

Rick Su (2020) explains the democratic deficit felt by rural Americans by analyzing the
differences between local government structures in rural counties and major cities. Su argues
that the widespread political disaffection and democratic deficit lies in the legal structure of
local rural governments. He writes “Despite their democratic structure, rural local governments
tend to be imperfect representatives of the communities they purport to serve” since these
governments serve “primarily as administrative apparatuses of the state” instead of forums of
local participation and consensus (Su, 2020, p. 852). Counties often serve as the lowest level
of government while towns are loose collections of housing and businesses, therefore,
community identity is more difficult to form since a town has no real power and a county is
often an arbitrary tract of land the state divided up decades ago. Su’s work makes the case for
understanding the feeling of hopelessness rural Americans feel, but what of those in the cities?
Where the incorporation of a town, city, or village begins with the community petitioning for
legal recognition, community identity and agency has a strong foundation to continue building
upon democratic principles. These cities, unlike in many rural communities, have a strong
relationship between community identity and local governance since the governance area is
closely linked to the geographic area of the community. This strong alignment and close
relationship between citizenship and governing responsibility and power makes it easier for
citizens to participate in local politics (either by running for office, attending town halls, or
organizing campaigns for change) and makes government more accountable to their
constituents. Areas in which governing structures oversee multiple disparate communities or
are run by state appointed officials, like many counties, are less likely to have strong democratic
participation as residents feel too far removed from the process and have little to no avenues to
express their voice. In cities, therefore, citizens have more agency and power, so it is more

likely that localist movements can affect change. These dynamics speak to how different local
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contexts can have different democratic capacity, so localities with lower capacities may feel
more keenly the disconnect between their wills and the actions of government.

Stables (2019) acknowledges that exclusionism is a real threat when embracing localism
but still pushes the “Welcome Principle” as a necessary democratic cornerstone to his theory
of a new localism. This principle states that a community should form a consensus whether to
adopt a certain practice, welcome in a new population, or invite an outside business into their
community. It is from this consensus that trust within a community can be built. Stables notes
that humanitarian crises such as refuge crises are good reasons to override this principle but
generally, a group that has a change forced upon them will resist it fiercely. Instead, letting
locals lead discussion about what should enter into their community is democratic and
necessary for ownership, innovation, and place making. While older notions of localism
focused on exclusion, Stables idea of localism focuses on careful consideration, community
consensus, place making dialogue, and strong participatory practices. Instead of leaning on
protectionist ideas, this theory allows locals the agency to co-create their culture and place
while remaining flexible to changing global dynamics.

This 1s not the same as a majoritarian mode of governance, rather it is an invitation to
prominently place communities at the forefront of decision making. Even if localist rhetoric
has been co-opted by right-leaning movements to advocate for exclusionary practices, these
groups are not the only ones embracing localism. Others suggest that localist movements could
be a salve to the bleeding wounds neoliberalism has left on our societies. While the past decades
have led to a devolution of responsibilities without resources, municipal policies that prioritize
local businesses, especially those of agriculture, would help to build more resilient
communities who are not wholly reliant on distant and impersonal trade networks. By building
more local capacity, communities might be able to resist the “race-to-the-bottom” mentality
that they face when trying to attract outside businesses (Posey, 2011). In the context of
development planning, communities who are more self-sustaining would be able to negotiate
with incoming businesses with a clearer picture of what resources they have and what they
need. Instead of a frantic race towards any kind of jobs or any kind of investment, the type of
investment and the fit of the company into the community would be more relevant.

Macedo (2021) explores in his article the duality of localism: a virtue of democracy and
agency or a danger of exclusionism and identity politics. The positive impacts localism can
provide include heightened civic and social responsibility which can make up for the lack of
real impact feel at the national level. Additionally, he notes the social basis of self-respect is

agency, so developing strong avenues for participation within a locality fosters individual
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agency as well as an overall sense of belonging within a community. These avenues of
individual voice and participation are the building blocks of strong bottom-up democracies,
but they may come with negative repercussions as well. Macedo notes that localism can lead
to a strong hostility towards outsiders that threaten group identity. This unjust exclusionism
harms not only those excluded but those within the group who become stagnant culturally,
politically, and economically.

It can also be difficult to enact localist reform if a community’s population is highly
diverse at least on the surface level. Those without obvious bonds such as ethnicity, culture,
language, religion, or else may have to search for a deeper point of connection to enable

placemaking.

1.4 NIMBYism Reconsidered: Place Identity, Negotiation, and Protest

The classic view of NIMBYism positions locals with strong opposition to development
projects as irrational, selfish, ignorant, or even anti-progress. Devine-Wright (2009) notes three
assumptions about NIMBY s that have varying degrees of truth. The first assumption is that
NIMBYs are happy to have a project be developed — only somewhere else. They do not want
to bear the negative cost of the project but do want to enjoy the benefits. This assumption
perpetuates a selfish stereotype. The second assumption is that proximity is the most important
factor for a local to support or oppose a project. Instead of analyzing the complex reasoning a
local may have for opposing a project, this assumption simplifies and dismissing genuine
concerns a community may have. Thirdly, NIMBY's are assumed to be ignorant and driven by
self-interest. This is another demeaning strategy that attempts to evade dialogue with all
stakeholders.

Devine-Wright goes on to reframe the NIMBYism concern not as an ignorant and
selfish reaction to development but response to place attachment and identity. Communities
with strong place attachments will be more like to have strong opposition to projects that
threaten that attachment. Changes in the aesthetic character of a community, traffic patterns,
infrastructure, or business composition could threaten the identity a community has. The
author’s theory then follows that communities with weaker place attachments will be less likely
to oppose development projects holding all else stable. This is relevant for developers to
consider when strategizing community engagement strategies. The emotional and identity
attachments to a place may not be rational to an outsider but are salient to a community

member.
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Additionally, Devine-Wright notes that knowledge is mediated by media and persons
and a first impression is difficult to overcome. A person who learns of a new road development
may hear it from an old woman who is worried about how it is going to change the layout of
their town or they may learn about it from the local news who praises the state’s work in
improving infrastructure. Thus, a communication strategy to disseminate information about the
potential benefits and the ongoing progress of a project is essential for addressing place-based
concerns head on and engaging community members in a constructive way from the beginning
instead of waiting until there is a problem.

Foster and Warren (2020) analyze the more purely economic side of the NIMBY
debate. Emotion is certainly present in all human conflict, but these authors argue that
NIMBYism is fundamentally a negotiating problem. Using a theoretical model, they show that
the east of protest diminishes the number of development projects completed even if the
projects have a net positive benefit. The existence of committed protestor mean that developers
will always encounter friction but if the protester has an easy avenue to obstruct or slow
development then their voice outweighs the majority of locals. Additionally, since time and
energy are spent overcoming the committed protestors opposition, less resources can be
devoted to negotiating with community members so they feel the project is worth their
localized cost. The argument then is that local institution regulations are the solution to keeping
local power and increasing efficiency. Making obstruction more difficult for the committed
protester allows more room for dialogue between all stakeholders and for locals to be
compensated for the cost a project will incur on them.

Both of these perspectives engage with NIMBYism not as an ignorant and selfish
response, but as a reasonable response to legitimate concerns, as a localist perspective that
cares about the integrity of their community and the prosperity of their place. By approaching
people as rational and legitimate stakeholders, developers can work with the community to
reach a solution and foster trust rather than being adversarial and breaking down local agency.

Bourassa et al. (2016) highlight the human tendency to frame opponents as emotional
and irrational, while viewing those who share our opinions as logical and informed. This is an
overly simplistic cognitive heuristic, as research shows that humans combine both emotion and
cognition in nearly all forms of decision-making. The authors explore how both negative and
positive emotions influence risk perception, using the context of nuclear energy in Canada.
They found that negative emotions such as anger and fear correlate with higher levels of
perceived risk, while the positive emotion of excitement correlates with lower levels of

perceived risk. Several factors can shape these emotional responses including public trust,
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social cohesion, and knowledge. In reaction to public fear, government and industry actors
often rely on scientific outreach and factual messaging to reduce anxiety and build support.
This is an effective approach, as increased knowledge has been shown to correlate with more
favorable attitudes toward nuclear energy and lower perceived risk.

However, Bourassa et al. note that when individuals lack sufficient information, they
tend to rely on social cues and trusted sources to form judgments. This can be problematic
when trust in political and scientific institutions is low, making trust and emotion co-dependent
factors in shaping public perception. Knowledge, however, remains a consistent influence—
even in highly emotional contexts. While the authors could not determine the directionality of
the relationship between emotion and risk perception, the correlation is a valuable insight for
policymakers and developers, as it can inform emotionally resonant framing strategies to
manage public opposition.

These arguments exploring emotions place in decision-making complements the logical
reasoning of Foster and Warren (2020). On the practical side of this question, Petrova (2016)
introduces a novel framework that challenges the typical NIMBYism assumptions. She directly
engages NIMBY reasoning at face-value treating them as equal stakeholders in project
discussions. Instead of assuming opposition originates from selfish or ignorant reactions, she
proposes that there are four valid categories of reasons for locals to oppose a project:
visual/landscape and noise factors, environmental factors, socioeconomic factors, and
procedural aspects. The first of these is the most interesting since the aesthetic quality of a
place can often become the last priority during development discussions. Petrova discusses the
visual concerns many people have about wind turbines, but this factor can also extend to how
locals view the character of the communities through historic buildings and landscape. It is in
this way that [ wish to augment the framework to include an Aesthetic category. This separates
visual/landscape and noise factors from the more subjective and emotional attachment many
people feel to their place. The Aesthetic category refers to the way people feel that a
development will change the character of their place and thus are a threat to community
identity. In this way, the framework can weave in Devine-Wright’s (2009) place attachment
theory of NIMBYism, which integrates theory with human emotion and psychology.

Rather than viewing protests as selfish reflexes, many such as Esaiasson (2014)
acknowledge more understanding explanations: that protests are often driven by ideological
values like social justice and ecological sustainability, or emerge from failed planning
processes that erode trust between citizens and decision-makers. Protest motivations, while

deeply personal, are also socially constructed and shaped by group dynamics. Esaiasson
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recognizes that NIMBY protesters are often motivated by the nuisance that the proposed
project incurs on them, but may reframe them as more public-minded values such as social
justice or environmental sustainability to gain legitimacy and lobby against the project.

His study also finds that facility type, rather than proximity to a site, is the more
significant factor in triggering opposition — with mundane projects like school additions or
transformer stations facing less backlash than novel or controversial projects like 3G towers or
nuclear facilities. This framing is particularly important in understanding how projects can
spark opposition when communities are well-informed in advance — a condition the author
finds increases protest activity significantly. To reduce opposition while maintaining
democratic legitimacy, they recommend a two-phase planning process: first, involve the public
heavily in broader zoning and procedural design; second, with reference to those agreed-upon
frameworks, inform residents of specific decisions after they have been finalized. This
approach preserves public participation in place-making while also streamlining bureaucratic
efficiency by creating some barriers to opposition.

Returning to a purer form of NIMBYism instead of the messy middle of valid protest,
Block (2023) explores how the public good of power line networks is perceived and accepted
by localities. While cities may acknowledge the necessity and desirability of such
infrastructure, they are generally unwilling to bear costs that primarily benefit others. His
model shows that once a city is connected to more power lines than necessary for its own
energy needs, protest behavior emerges. This implies that cities resist functioning as
transitional hubs meant to support neighboring energy demands. Even when relaxing the
model’s assumption of zero tolerance for additional connections, the findings remain
consistent: the more centralized the network, the greater the likelihood of local protest, as no
city wants to bear the burden of being the hub. Being overconnected not only implies higher
infrastructure costs and risks, but also yields fewer direct benefits — a dynamic that fuels
resistance. Block further notes that, in some cases, no optimal “first-best” network exists where
all cities are satisfied, complicating the role of central planners who must justify design
decisions despite inherent trade-offs. This research complements broader discussions of cost
versus benefit in public good siting, illustrating how universally beneficial projects can face

opposition when the burdens are perceived as unequally distributed.
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1.5 Participatory Engagement and Democratic Design

There has been a global movement toward decentralized governance, placing more
power, and more pressure, on local systems. For local governments to be effective vehicles of
democratic participation, decision-making must be grounded in a legal framework that not only
devolves power but also includes mechanisms for direct citizen involvement. Coonrod (2015)
mentions that this concept echoes the principle of subsidiarity, which holds that decisions
should be made as close to the people as possible to preserve human dignity and democratic
legitimacy. However, even in long-standing democracies like the United States, local
governments may face substantial barriers to fulfilling this ideal including limited financial
resources, lack of autonomy, political interference, and structural barriers to planning. When
these limitations prevent local governments from enacting the will of their constituents, it
creates what is often referred to as a democratic deficit. Coonrod (2015) explains that this gap
between legal rights and lived experience erodes public trust in institutions and dampens civic
engagement. To address this, systems of governance at the national, regional, and local levels
must work in alignment to create the conditions necessary for democratic principles to operate
well and enable change.

Other than structural changes to government, engagement in political processes has to
grow among local constituents at the local level. As Stewart (2009) writes in chapters 2 and 3
of her work “The Dilemmas of Engagement: the role of consultation in governments”,
engagement has many benefits including building problem solving capacity, encouraging
better representation, and cultivating legitimacy. However, these efforts can be performative
and vague without clear direction. Confusion about how to participate in local decision-making
can level constituents frustrated and increasingly disinterested in finding civil ways to voice
their opinion.

Muia (2023) describes an effective engagement strategy must have a clear design,
develop realistic and thorough stakeholder analysis, build into a strong communication and
evaluation strategy, and remain adaptable throughout the process. Engagement processes build
trust and agency which is necessary for community integration into projects, however, if the
engagement is performative or does not lead to measurable results, community members
distrust may grow and they may be unwilling to attempt engaging via these methods again.

While language of participation, consensus, and democracy still proliferates in planning
circles, there is concern that these are merely performative statements and actual planning
processes reflect neoliberal strategies that “deform, displace, defer, and diffuse emergent

critical and oppositional discourse,” (Legacy et al., 2019, p. 274). The emphasis on consensus-
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building is then not a tactic towards a positive future but aversion to conflict that hides division
instead of exposing it on the path towards resolution. How then does a local, regional, or state
authority design planning processes that both acknowledge the diversity of public perception,
concern, and opinion while still progressing towards the necessary benefits their communities
need to grow and thrive?

Engagement should not only be about making sure citizens feel heard (while this is
critical), but these processes are also supposed to be a bridge between stakeholders, uncovering
what they really want and what the community really needs. While many people are frustrated
by the slow development of important projects, increasing efficiency can undermine
democratic principles since more power will be allocated to fewer stakeholders. Efficacy, or
getting the results people need and want, is the tantamount criteria for project success. A quick
and easy project that does nothing to serve a community erodes trust. To mitigate this problem,
power-holding stakeholders must require projects to be aligned to community need and those
benefits (as well as the costs) to be clearly communicated to and negotiated with the local
stakeholders. This being said, efficiency is still an important criterion since the benefits of these
projects should incur on those who have born the cost of them. Efficiency in terms of the time
and resource cost to developers, the delay between cost and benefits to the beneficiaries, and
the bureaucratic burden on government structures needs to be considered. High costs, delays,
or burdens can erode trust in the process all parties feel making future projects more difficult
to negotiation.

As such there must be a clear metric to monitor projects and communicate their success.
Transparency and accountability are cornerstones for building public-private-institutional trust,
maintaining local satisfaction or engagement, and planning for long-term project adoption. In
this same vein, public conflict management, rather than a focus on top-down authority nor
vague sense of consensus, needs to have a transformative angle. Dukes (1993) identified three
problems within the public domain including: “disintegration of community; alienation from
the institutions and practices of governance; and inability to solve public problems and resolve
public conflict” (p. 48). Yet all three of problems, with careful attention to planning processes,
could be mitigated. He offers a transformative take on conflict resolution opposed to a
managerial approach by advocating for dialogic relationship among all levels of governance
that recognizes disparities as well as focusing on the relatedness of individuals and
communities. Additionally, Dukes turns his gaze to the supposed neutral third-party,
unmasking that misnomer and asking instead not for unreasonable perfect objectivity but for

an advocate for just processes and outcomes. The transformative approach goes deeper into
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evaluation of public disputes by broadening the measures of success from monetary and

temporal efficiency to overall efficacy in the community.

1.6 A Framework for Examining Local Engagement

The literature asks planning and economic development professionals to include local
communities in their planning process to build public trust and ensure better project outcomes.
Even if a project does not come to fruition, maintaining community integrity will help future
projects that better fit that community. Since development is fundamentally for the benefit of
the local residents, understanding how to address their concerns effectively and engage with
community needs is paramount to successful development. The literature also underscores the
tension between experts who work in the development field and local oppositional movements
that are afraid of losing their identity. In an ever-changing world, security and progress can
often feel at odds, leading to NIMBY sentiments regardless of a project’s community benefit.
A framework for understanding how different community stakeholders engage with one
another may illuminate different strategies or dynamics that development planners could utilize
for better engagement strategies and project outcomes.

Using the typology outlined by Mitchell, Agle, and Wood (1997), dynamics in local
opposition to development projects can be analyzed and the tensions between developers,
institutions, and local opposition can be systematically explored. The variables they describe—
power, legitimacy, and urgency—as well as the different combinations of each (see Table 1.2)
provide clear categories in which to analyze stakeholders and their actions in contentious
development projects.

In order to use this typology as a framework for this research, the variables are defined as
follows. For a stakeholder to be categorized as urgent, an important change in the life or
business of a stakeholder would have to occur as a direct result of the decision. Those who live
within the service area of a proposed project, those directly funding from the project, or direct
beneficiaries of the project are all urgent stakeholders.

The categorization of legitimacy rests on the stakeholder’s ability to make a valid claim in
the decision-making process. The working definition of legitimate and valid claims are based
upon “contract, exchange, legal title, legal right, moral right, at-risk status, or moral interest in
the harms and benefits generated” (Mitchell, Agle, and Wood, 1997, pg. 862). This is a broad
definition, so it may be useful to explain some examples of illegitimate claims. Hypothetical

claims from future tenants of a housing project do not have legitimate claim because they have
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neither a legally signed lease nor are they usually tangible people. Instead, other stakeholders
like developers or local residents will use an imaginary group of people and their needs or
tendencies as reasoning in support of their claims. While the future tenants are a consideration
as beneficiaries in a project, without tangibility, they do not have legitimate claims.

To have power, a stakeholder would need to have the ability to enact their will
independently of other stakeholders. It should be noted that power in reality is not a binary
have or have not situation, rather stakeholders have different degrees and types of power. For
this research and stakeholder typology, power is only ascribed to a stakeholder if they have
definite decision-making power to make a project possible therefore a legal and definitive type
of power. It is important to note that there are different kinds of power such as informal or
social power. While this is important in NIMBY cases and discussed in the analysis, only legal
power is used as an indicator of this variable in the framework.

By determining which of the three variables that a stakeholder has, the framework situates
actors within a network and assesses their relative claims on a contentious project. This
assessment indicates which stakeholders are most influential on a project’s outcome. Patterns
in engagement methods can then emerge and predict how stakeholders may maneuver amongst
each other. As the planning community discusses strategies for better community integration,
understanding actor positioning, dynamics, and methods of resistance will better equip them to
create meaningful engagement strategies. By exploring these network dynamics and gaining a
deeper understanding of local concerns, a localist lens of stakeholder motivations can be

applied to NIMBY opposition.

1.7 Conclusions

To re-examine NIMBYism in the light of localist values, first we have to recognize the
reality nestled in both ideas. Localism is a broad and ill-defined term, but here, let us consider
it as the commitment of institutions and local residents of a community to adhere to the
“Welcome Principle” and engage in inclusive stakeholder dialogue. NIMBYism on the other
hand is the committed adversarial response from local coalitions against development projects
for reasons outside of the net benefit of the project but still hold great enough value to the
individuals to promote an intense reaction. Reasons for opposition do not have to be clear and
are often mingled with practical, emotional, and social reasons. The localist perspective,
however, acknowledges all of these reasons as legitimate with the highest value being placed

on community integration and participation rather than perfect utilitarian outcomes.
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This is not propaganda for pure democracy. Representative and bureaucratic structures
provide stability and efficiency that is necessary for long-standing societies, however, a localist
focus from these institutions is critical to align local needs and desires with governing process.
The restlessness felt by many communities comes from a perceived dissonance between their
wishes, politician’s promises, and institutional actions—often called the democratic deficit. To
combat this turbulent undercurrent in the zeitgeist, a concerted effort by developers, local
institutions, and local residents towards communication and engagement could help realign
community values and reinforce togetherness that seems to be lost in the past decades.

Constructive engagement with local opposition requires developers to release assumptions
about NIMBYs instead respond to locals as rational, intelligent, and legitimate stakeholders.
Understanding place-based responses and negotiating barriers can help reframe project
development disputes into a localist dialogue towards a common goal instead of an adversarial
power struggle. In a world that feels increasingly more divisive and closed-off to true dialogue,
these complex discussions require attentive and nuanced practitioners to be leading the way in

community development.
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Chapter 2 - Research Design and Methodology

2.1 Research Questions and Objectives

This research investigates how community concerns are addressed or dismissed in the
planning and implementation of economic projects that are met with local resistance. While
opposition to development is often labeled under the pejorative term NIMBYism (“Not In My
Backyard”), this study seeks to transcend that framing to explore how community protest may
instead by interpreted as a form of localism or democratic participation. Understanding how
different stakeholders navigate these concerns can help illuminate the factors that lead to more
inclusive and successful development outcomes.

The main focus of this study asks what factors contribute to the successful integration of
community concerns in development projects facing resistance? This question centers the
interaction between public institutions, private developers, and local communities. The aim is
to identity where opposition arises and explore what practices or conditions allow for
meaningful engagement, negotiation and adaptations.

In addition to this primary question, several sub-questions guide this research. The first
asks: What roles do local institutions and actors play in mitigating or amplifying conflict?
Special attention is paid to city governments, economic development organizations (EDOs),
community activists, and developers. Each plays their role in either exacerbating tensions or
creating space for compromise.

The second sub-question asks: Can a typology be developed to categorize the institutional
responses to local resistance? By comparing cases in and around three mid-sized Tennessee
cities — Chattanooga, Clarksville, and Knoxville — this study aims to build a typology that
identifies project outcomes based on institution responses ranging from collaborative to
adversarial.

This research is grounded geographically in Tennessee, a state that promotes aggressive

business development strategies while maintaining a limited revenue model through its 0%
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personal income tax policy. Mid-sized cities within Tennessee provide a unique landscape for
examining stakeholder dynamics. These cities are large enough to generate consistent news
coverage and policy documentation, but not so complex as to obscure stakeholder roles through
bureaucracy.

A key conceptual objective of this study is to reframe NIMBYism from a purely
obstructionist attitude based on selfish reasoning into a localist lens through which to
understand public participation in development. Rather than treating local resistance as
irrational, selfish, or ignorant, the study engages with the idea of localism as a legitimate form
of democratic expression. Building on scholarship that emphasizes procedural fairness and
stakeholder legitimacy, this research considers how resistance may signal breakdowns in
communication or trust in institution but is also a natural and integral part of the democratic
process. The aim is to develop a more nuanced understanding of how development can proceed

with communities as a central figure in the public arena.

2.2 Methodological Approach

This study uses a qualitative case study approach to examine patterns of community
response and stakeholder dynamics in six development projects across three mid-sized cities
in Tennessee. Selected cities and projects are listed in the Table below (Table 2.2).

Table 2.2: Overview of Case Studies

Chattanooga Clarksville Knoxville
Moccasin Bend Mental Proposed Bucc-ee’s West Knox County
Treatment Center Development at Exit 1 Affordable Housing
Development
Monteagle Petro Truck Stop | PB&J Properties Apartment Old Concord Gas Station
Complex

By applying stakeholder typology theory and analyzing public documents, the
methodology aims to identify how power, legitimacy, and urgency shape stakeholder behavior
and decision-making outcomes. The following section outlines the case selection criteria, data
sources, analytic framework, and classification systems used to conduct this research.

Case studies were selected using the following criteria:
1. The cases must be located in the state of Tennessee. In addition to being a familiar

context for the author, this state is a vocal proponent of business friendliness. Not only
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focused on being a strong competitor for domestic and international business, they also
focus on attracting a talented workforce. One of the strategies they employ is having a
0% state income tax on personal income. In fact, the Tennessee Department of
Economic & Community Development boasts that this state has the second lowest state
and local taxes paid per capita. The combination of a highly aggressive business
attraction strategy and a personal income tax structure that does not encourage much
income to the state is a mix that makes way for interesting power dynamics between
the state, developers, and stakeholders.

The cases must be located in or around a mid-sized city in the state. The classification
for mid-sized city is determined by the city limits having a population between 180,000-
200,000 in habitants. As a result, the three areas chosen for analysis were Chattanooga,
Clarksville, and Knoxville and two studies from each area. This choice to investigate
mid-sized cities and the surrounding areas instead of only large metropolitan areas or
small rural towns allows for an easier analysis of stakeholders by ensuring that there is
enough information about controversial development projects without becoming too
overwhelmed by the complexities in both other kinds of localities. Small and rural
communities often have to rely on a more complex web of city, county, and state
officials and locals have much less power to organize because population size limits
their reach. Conversely, Tennessee only has one large metropolitan area —Nashville —
which makes case study analysis difficult. Research into mid-sized cities allows for a
wider range of project types across slightly different contexts as well as greater media
presences to collect data on case studies. While rural towns and urban metropolises are
too different to compare straightforwardly, the middle ground of mid-sized cities can
provide research that applies to both other kinds of localities in different respects.

The cases must have been decided upon within 2020 and 2025. While there are some
events in the case studies that may have occurred prior to this timeframe, those events
serve as context to the main conflict over the project. The reason this timeframe was
chosen is to explore recent examples of NIMBYism which will be most useful for
exploring modern community development engagement practices and principles. At the
rate with which technology is advancing in the information age, selecting case studies
that are as recent as possible ensures that the insights from the analysis is relevant.
The proposed development projects were opposed in accordance with a basic NIMBY
definition meaning: a. the project is a social good, b. protest is about the location of the

project and/or localized aspects of the project not the intrinsic benefit of it or the
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regional need for it, and c. local residents are the instigating protestors not just
organizations, non-profits, or special interest groups. While this definition of
NIMBYism is flexible, especially since stated protest reasons are wide ranging, these
criteria provide a delineating foundation to analyze the cases.

Six cases were selected, two from each the area around each mid-sized city identified in
Tennessee. Sources for these case studies were mainly news articles about the developments
since these sources would have been the main method the wider community used to acquire
knowledge about these projects. Supplementally, city council minutes and agenda, site plans,
other legal documents, and petition websites were consulted to understand the context of the
situation and the actions taken by stakeholders.

Stake holder analysis was then performed using a stakeholder matrix constructed by
Mitchell, Agle, and Wood (1997) including power, urgency, and legitimacy as the main
indicators of stakeholder salience. These variables were determined to be present or not present
using qualitative analysis of the source materials and then superimposed on Mitchell, Agle,
and Wood’s “Stakeholder Typology.” It should be noted that varying degrees of power,
legitimacy, and urgency are present and exist on a continuum, however this analysis uses a
simple “yes” or “no” binary to categorize these variables within the chosen typology. This
choice minimizes subjective error by standardizing the definitions of each variable, which is
necessary for clear analysis, especially since interviews with stakeholders were not possible.
For clarity and consistency, the assessment was performed manually by the author, with care
taken to use consistent definitions across all cases. Of course, these generalizations do not
perfectly align with all scenarios, but they provide a groundwork to discussing different power
dynamics among stakeholders.

While individuals are named within stakeholder groups, no individual is analyzed as a
standalone stakeholder. Names are only included when they were publicly available through
news articles, petitions, or official government documents; no confidential or private
information was used in this research. For each stakeholder group, key arguments and concerns
were identified and summarized. Special attention was given to the methods of citizen
opposition, conflict management strategies employed by developers and government
authorities, and institutional responses to public pushback. Additionally, the VESPA
categorization developed by Petrova (2016) was used to broadly classify local concerns, and
each project's type was noted to provide contextual background for the stakeholder dynamics
observed.

Finally, case studies were typed as into one of three categories:
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1. Success — a project is approved with community concerns integrated into the project
plan.

2. Type I failure — a project is not approved because community backlash becomes too
big of an obstacle for developers to overcome

3. Type II failure — a project is approved but community concerns were not addressed in
the planning process

These categories help to orient the discuss as to which cases are good examples of

community engagement and which are examples of common problems developers and local

organizations need to consider when they begin to debate new projects.

2.3 Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations

In any qualitative research project, especially those relying on case study analysis, it is
important to acknowledge the boundaries of the research and how those effect the findings.
This chapter outlines the scope of the study, including key design choices, guiding
assumptions, and inherent limitations.

Given the availability of public information and my own understanding of the context, case
studies were chosen based on the specified parameters but also on ease of gaining access to
sources. Cases had to be reported upon extensively enough for me to gather enough information
on the local context, stakeholder concerns and perception, and actions related to the project.
Even cases chosen for this analysis have varying levels of information given local media outlets
and government institutions having different reporting preferences and abilities. Projects
lacking sufficient public documentation were excluded.

It is important to note that every development project is going to have some opposition
regardless of any degree of benefit. What is interesting is what projects elicit organized forms
of protest and how stakeholders navigate those disagreements amongst themselves. I assume
that the stated reason of protest is genuine if it is published by local actors are recorded in
quotations from local media outlets. As Esaiasson (2014) notes, public reasoning may be
reframed to be more publicly minded in order to gain more support from a greater proportion
of the local community. It is reasonable to assume that protestors are strategic about their
reasoning to protest, but without personal interviews, any attempt to explain stakeholder’s
internal motivations would be speculation. Therefore, publicly stated reasoning is taken at face-

value and explored as such.
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It is also important to realize that no solution will make every stakeholder perfectly happy,
but negotiation can help disseminate benefits, spread costs, and mitigate risks in a way that
makes development possible and preserves public trust between actors. Therefore, for cases to
be labeled a success did not require perfect consensus from all stakeholders, but rather a sincere
effort at negotiation and compromise to be made from both developers and protesters. The goal
of community engagement is not satisfying all players but making sure every legitimate claim
is heard and that projects that affect the entire community are carefully considered by decision-
makers.

The time frame of this research spans only five years and so reflects a particular moment
in time. It has the advantage that the Governor, Bill Lee, was constant throughout the entirety
of this period as he was elected in 2019 and remains in office today. As state politics play a big
role in how development organizations and local governments undertake new initiatives, a
change in elected officials or even national policy can change the context in which stakeholders
interact and the dynamics between them. Therefore, insights are grounded in this local context,
but it is my goal to understand how any findings can be adapted to be applicable in other
contexts.

It was not possible to conduct first-person interviews with stakeholders in these cases, so
data was collected through publicly sourced materials such as news coverage, official websites,
and petitions online. This does limit the depth to which I was able to explore stakeholder
motivations and leaves some room for misinterpretation based on media reporting of their
actions. In cases that had formal petition websites, it was easier to understand the full scope of
the stated reasons locals were protesting a development, but where there were only local news
articles, some interpretation had to be made using frameworks from the literature.

This method of data collection, however, has the benefit of mimicking one important way
locals would gather information on development projects. As Devine-Wrigt (2009) noted,
perception is mediated by media and persons. While half of this equation was unavailable,
publicly available information from state and site platforms and local news stations provided
facts and local opinions about each case study. While bias in media can skew towards the more
contentious, official local outlets will still uphold the facts even while sharing intense opinions.
Information from blogs, petitions, and specialized interest group websites are explicitly biased
but this information helps to understand different stakeholder’s perspectives since protest and
conflict occur over differences in risk, cost, and benefit perceptions.

Additionally, I would like to consider my positionality as a researcher with knowledge of

the Tennessee area has influenced my insights. Having grown up just across the border in
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Kentucky, I have an awareness of the culture and organization of the region which both aids in
understanding the salience of stakeholders in this case and may lend itself to some degree of

subjectivity in my analysis.
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Chapter 3 — NIMBYism in Tennessee: Six Case Studies

3.1 The Regional Context

Understanding the local and regional context of these case studies aids in the analysis
of development planning and local opposition. As the local context changes, so to do the
dynamics between stakeholders and the processes of engagement. This study focuses on three
mid-sized Tennessee cities to allow for meaningful comparisons, but the broader regional
setting and the specific local circumstances of each city are important to consider.

Tennessee, also called the Volunteer State, is home to approximately 7 million
Americans and stretches from the Appalachian Mountains in the East to the Mississippi River
in the West. It’s main metropolitan area, Nashville, is located in the mid-west of the state,
which has been growing rapidly for the past decade. Some have even gone so far as to deem
this city the New Los Angeles. While the state houses other large cities such as Knoxville,
Chattanooga, Memphis, and Clarksville, the majority of the state is dispersed across its 95
different counties, most of which are rural.

The state functions mainly through county-level governments, with city or municipal
governments ranging widely in influence. Planning and zoning authorities exercise their power
at the city or county level, which does allow for more local influence of project development
(Terry, 2013). However, this structure can make it more difficult to execute developments
quickly as local opposition negotiate with both local and regional authorities who are sensitive
to their concerns.

Knoxville is located in the eastern part of the state with a population of approximately
192,000, however, the greater Knoxville area has a population of over 870,000. As an
economic engine, it has the advantage of housing the University of Tennessee, which helps
supply an educated and skilled workforce to the area.

The city elects a mayor and city council to run the local government bodies, while the

broader count (Knox County) has its own elected officials. The two local governments share a
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planning authority known as the Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission. As with many
metropolitan areas, there is some tension between the city dwelling urbanites and the county
dwelling country folk who often find themselves at odds when deciding what to do with
common resources. As Knoxville continues to grow, tension around land use, housing, and
economic development continues to rise.

Clarksville is home to over 170,000 Tennesseans and is rapidly growing. It is nestled
along the Cumberland River right across the border from Kentucky. Accentuating the cities
natural growth, Fort Campbell, a US Army base, is a large influence on its population,
economy, and culture. As a geographically central location in the state and with its military
foundation, Clarksville has become an ever-increasingly popular place to work and live.

This city elects a mayor and council who operate within Montgomery County. Both
share a planning commission who organizing development, zoning, and other planning matters
in the area. Outdated infrastructure, adequate housing, and the urban sprawl of the city are
major concerns for both urban residents and rural residents who have become more vocal about
overdevelopment in recent years. Clarksville’s small-town feeling, which many residents
loved, is slowly fading as the city expands, but with the expansion comes more opportunities
and resources for the area. In response, the planning authorities have created a Comprehensive
Plan for the area using local input to guide future development initiatives (Clarksville-
Montgomery County Regional Planning Commission, 2023).

The metropolitan population of Tennessee’s fourth largest city, Chattanooga,
approximates 185,00 with the larger Chattanooga area housing over 570,000 people. The city
is located in the southeast of the state along the Tennessee River. In recent years, the city has
pivoted from an industrially focused economy to making investments in advanced technology
which has set the stage for incredible growth (Williams, 2020).

The city elects a mayor and council who partner with Hamilton County as the
authorities in matters of planning and zoning. While Chattanooga has been forward thinking in
its engagement initiatives such as it’s National Park City Initiative (Devaney, 2025), it still
faces problems with housing which have also manifested in gentrification problems. As the
city expands, locals are fighting back on initiatives that disrupt their current neighborhood

characters and would impose costs on them.

3.2 Case Study 1: Moccasin Bend Mental Treatment Center

Spaceframe: Chattanooga
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Timeframe: 2021-2025

Classification: Success

3.2.1 Project Overview

Following the deterioration of an existing mental health facility, Moccasin Bend Mental
Health Institute, in Chattanooga, Tennessee, the State Building Commission approved a plan
to rebuild a modern facility. This project was originally set on the existing site in Moccasin
bend, but concerns about the cultural value and preserving the archeological integrity of the
site insighted opposition from several groups.

Following protests from local residents and a legal resolution written by the Cherokee
Nation tribes in Chattanooga, the State building Commission conducted an archeological
review. Native American Tribes and local preservation groups cited the potential for disturbing
burial grounds as cause for their strong objection. Other residents cited more aesthetic and
practical reasons such as change in the landscape, traffic, and infrastructural concerns.

As of June 2025, legislators are continuing to look for an alternate site among around

50 potential tracts and have approved funding for the facility once a location is found.

3.2.2 Timeline

1961: The Moccasin Bend Mental Health Institute in Chattanooga began operating on state-
owned land in Moccasin Bend.

1986: The Moccasin Bend area is declared a national historic landmark.

2003: Legislation created the Moccasin Bend National Archeological District. Verbal
commitments were made to the National Park Service and Native American tribes that
discontinuance of uses in the area means land would revert to use as a national park (Tennessee
Lookout, 2025).

November 2021: Tennessee Governor Bill Lee introduces a plan to state lawmakers that would
provide a $276.52 million renovation to the Moccasin Bend Mental Health Institute (Sher,
2021). At this point, the state has no intention to relocate the facility but instead only rebuild it
on the current site.

January 2022: Chattanooga Mayor Tim Kelly proposes changing the site location of the
facility to a location closer to downtown Chattanooga, off the Moccasin Bend land (Persons,
2022). The mayor’s office begins to propose new city owned sites that would serve the function
of a mental health facility.

November, 2022: State and local officials are still wrestling with the decision to rebuild or

relocate the Mental Health Institute and are considering the budgeting implications of both
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options. The State announces that they have no viable state-owned alternatives to the Moccasin
Bend location, but is open to the city of Chattanooga proposing alternative sites (Sher, 2022a).
September 2023: State Building Commission appeared ready to move ahead with
reconstruction the Moccasin Bend site despite warnings from the National Park Partners that
this move would result in conflict with the native American tribes (Benton, 2024a). However,
state Mental Health and Substance Abuse Commissioner Marie Williams advocated that
Tennessee would have to run an archeological study on the site first (Benton, 2024b). The
Tennessee Historical Commission found that demolition or disposal for facilities there would
adversely affect the property and encouraged the state to find other options. (Stockard, 2025).
December 28, 2023: 800 people! signed a petition, led by Jim Johnson, against rebuilding the
state mental health facility. While they were excited about the rebuild, they didn’t want a new,
smaller facility on that land due to concerns about the natural beauty of the area. A higher up
facility would change the view and the aesthetic of the area. (Local 3 News, 2023). The state
plan is still to build on the Moccasin Bend site at this point, especially given budgetary
considerations.

April 2024: The Eastern Band of the Cherokee tribe, the Cherokee Nation, and the United
Keetoowah Band of Cherokee Indians in Oklahoma passed a resolution calling for the
preservation of sacred tribal sites. (Benton, 2024b). They called for the state to honor the
national park designation of Moccasin bend and to stop any new development on the land
instead focusing on preservation of this historic site.

September 2024: The Tennessee State government announces the results of the archaeological
review and the decision not to move forward with plans for a new psychiatric hospital on the
original Moccasin Bend site (State of Tennessee, 2024). No new alternative site is named in
this announcement.

January 2025: The $260 million replacement facility for Moccasin Bend Mental Health
Institute is approved and the solution included budget to purchase a tract of land for another
site not on Moccasin Bend land. However, a search is still ongoing for a new site. (Stockard,

2025).

! As of July 8, 2025, this petition has 4,922 verified signatures.
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3.2.3 Stakeholder Analysis
Table 3.2.3: Case Study 1 Stakeholder Overview

Name Power Legitimacy | Urgency | Typology
Tennessee State Government Yes Yes No Dominant
Chattanooga Local Government No Yes Yes Dependent
Chattanooga Residents No Yes Yes Dependent
Tri-council of Cherokee Tribes No Yes Yes Dependent
Local Non-profits, prominently No Yes No Discretionary
National Park Partners

Mental Health Providers and No Yes No Discretionary
Patients

Source: our elaboration from Mitchell et al. (1997)

Tennessee State Government

When Tennessee Governor Bill Lee announced his proposal to renovate the Moccasin
Bend Mental Health Institute in 2021, he was serving his constituents through public funding
of mental health initiatives. The facility had been in operation for 60 years and was a prime
candidate for revitalization that would serve 54 counties in Eastern Tennessee. The state’s
priority was promoting mental health infrastructure, but as the concerns of other stakeholders
became clear, the state departments involved in the project were committed to the
archaeological heritage of site. State officials reflected on community advocacy during
decision making about the project and committed to funding an archeological survey and acting
in accordance with its findings.

The Tennessee State Building Commission, Tennessee Department of Mental health
and Substance Abuse Services, Department of General Services, and the Governor’s Office
worked in tandem to organize the archeological survey. This survey found that 73% of the
parcel the Moccasin Bend Mental Health Institute is situated on contains “buried layers of
historic and pre-contact materials, occupation features, and features” (State of Tennessee,
2024). It would not be possible to further develop the Moccasin Bend land without adversely
affecting these layers. True to their word, the state decided against rebuilding the new mental
health facility on the Moccasin Bend site, but the challenge of finding an alternative remains.

The methods the state took to engage with other stakeholders include media releases,
funding of the archeological survey, and requests for coordination at the city level. The

Commissioner of the Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services
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communicated transparently and often with local media outlets detailing the progress of the
decision-making process. The Governor’s office released several press releases detailing
official outcomes of state level decision making including the initial announcement of the
project as well as the findings of the archeological survey. Officials were attentive to the voices
of locals, although there were no public meetings on this topic. As the project was still in its
first planning phase, the state relied on intergovernmental negotiations and official
archeological reporting to make its decision. It was the Mental Health Commissioner that
forced the archeological survey of the land despite comments saying that the Moccasin Bend
location was the most fiscally responsible (Benton, 2024a).

These state actors have the legal legitimacy to make demands on this project and the
power to make those demands happen. The urgency of Tennessee’s need for mental health
infrastructure is a high priority, but this urgency does not translate to urgency in the framework.
The Tennessee state government would still operate in the same manner regardless of the
decision made. Therefore, these state actors are dominant stakeholders.

Chattanooga Local Government

The Chattanooga mayor, Tim Kelly, took great interest in the proposal to replace the
Moccasin Bend Mental Health Institute. He advocated for a relocation of the facility and the
reintegration of the 107-acre psychiatric hospital property into the Moccasin Bend National
Archeological District (Sher, 2022a). The city was concerned about improving local mental
health care quality, but wanted to honor the Moccasin Bend land as well. Moving the facility
closer to downtown Chattanooga would give the facility better access to other health
infrastructure. With state funding already earmarked for the project, Mayor Kelly worked with
other project officials to propose new sites for a state-of-the-art facility instead of revamping
the current one. This would capture state funding for city benefit as well as continue to provide
mental health care for a 52-county region in southeastern Tennessee.

In 2022, the city proposed three different properties located in the city’s “medical
corridor” which would also benefit from public transportation accessibility (Sher, 2022a). This
move would benefit the city greatly by increasing accessibility to mental health, care generating
tax revenue from both the acquisition of the property and continued use of it, and build trust
with the community who were overwhelmingly in favor of relocation.

Their main method of action was collaboration with local and state officials to negotiate
a proposal for a new site. The mayor of Chattanooga was also very vocal about the city’s desire
to relocate the health institute to downtown Chattanooga. Local news outlets pulled quotes

from him and were in contact with his office to get regular updates. As of now, there is no site
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selected and the state of Tennessee is looking for a new location within Hamilton County where
Chattanooga is located, but the properties that were proposed in 2022 were not selected.

The Chattanooga city government is considered a dependent stakeholder in this case.
They have the legitimacy to make claims based on Moccasin Bend’s current location within
Hamilton County and the fact that the facility serves citizens of that area. If the facility was
relocated within city limits, it would affect the service maps for that area and give them tax
revenue from the facility. This gives them urgency. In this framework, they do not have power
because they do not have the final say on where the project is located, the state does. In another
scenario, they could have power to make demands on the facility, but that would require a site
to be selected within Chattanooga city limits. In that case, they would have the power to
negotiate the deal with the state.

Chattanooga Residents

Residents of Chattanooga and the Moccasin Bend area overwhelmingly supported
rebuilding the Mental Health Facility at a different location. Their main concern was over the
integrity of the cultural land given its status as a national park, its historic significance in the
Civil War, and its archeological importance for native Americans. They also felt that a new
building on the old site would change the local character and landscape significantly (Local 3
News, 2023). Since this is a historic area and highly trafficked by tourists, it would greatly
negatively impact the community.

Locals flocked to sign the petition on change.org submitted by Jim Johnson. The
petition outlined the necessity of protecting the area as well as a “transparent planning process
with stakeholder involvement... not just a state decision.” (Johnson, n.d.). Their reasoning also
highlighted the benefit mental health patients could receive from a different facility location.
One council woman from Chattanooga argued that the current Moccasin Bend site was too
isolated and that a facility closer to downtown Chattanooga would allow for better care (Local
3 News, 2024).

Additionally, many Chattanooga residents reached out to local news media to voice
their concerns and spread information about the State’s proposal as soon as the Governor
announced the proposal in 2021. Over the 4 years since then, locals continued their advocacy
for Moccasin Bend preservation as well as for adequate mental health facilities in Tennessee.

This group had both urgency and legitimacy for their claims to move the mental health
facility, but they lacked the power to make the final decision. An updated facility at the
Moccasin Bend site would negatively impact their quality of life in terms of landscape

aesthetics which could impact tourism. They also had an ethical claim to protect the historic
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land and the legal right as citizens of the area to protest against the state action. These factors
make them dependent stakeholders. Their methodology for action took the form of voicing
their opinions through whichever outlet was available to them. While there were no public
meetings to attend, the online petition and news outlets that gave them an opportunity to speak
were ways to convince those in power that their claims should influence their decision.
Tri-Council of Cherokee Tribes

The main Native American Tribe of the area is the Eastern Band of Cherokee who have
been vocal advocates of protecting the land from further development. In 2003, the area’s
designation as Moccasin Bend National Archaeological District promised to protect the land
from further development. However, continued advocacy is always necessary. New
development, they fear, will destroy the archeological treasures that this site holds from over
12,000 years of history and desecrate the land which holds great cultural significance for the
tribe. The site also holds great memorial significance for the tribe since it is part of the Trail of
Tears which is the region where Native Americans were forcibly removed by the United States
Government in 1838 after the Indian Removal Act of 1830.

This tribe and two others who make up the Tri-Council of Cherokee Tribes
unanimously passed a resolution on June 20, 2024 to oppose new construction of the Moccasin
Bend land and called for preserving the area’s history, natural resources, and cultural
significance (Cherokee Nation, 2024). This resolution strengthened the opposition and made
any new construction on the Moccasin site more difficult, though not impossible.

This stakeholder has urgency since these lands are historically Cherokee lands and any
changes made to it has cultural ripple effects. Their legitimacy comes from the legal claims
they make through their own legal resolution and the federal protections established in 2003.
They do not have ultimate power to stop this development; however, they have significant
influence over this issue. Since they do not have technical power in this situation to alter the
facility plans or stop the project, they do not have power in the framework. This combination
of urgency and legitimacy makes them dependent stakeholders, but unlike local residents, their
legal status in the United States does make their claims weightier when the state discuss matters
pertaining to territory and land.

Local Non-Profits, prominently National Park Partners

The National Park Partners (NPP) consolidated the former Friends of Moccasin Bend
and the Friends of Chickamauga and Chattanooga National Military Park which were integral
to conservation efforts in the past decades (Tennessee archeology society). The organization

supported local opposition against the mental health facility on Moccasin Bend and advocated
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for the archeological review from the state. Their main concern is that the area should only be
used as a park and not for a mental hospital, firing range, and golf course as it is now
(Dominique, 2024). They argued that the archeological heritage on the site was significant and
that the rebuild would violate the principles of the 2003 federal protection designation. They
have long supported research in this area and have coordinated preservation efforts with the
local government officials (Persons, 2022).

They have a legitimate claim to oppose the mental health facility since it is the mission
of their organization to preserve Moccasin Bend, however, they do not have urgency as defined
in the framework since they could still preserve parts of the protected area not in public use by
the state if the facility was not moved. They have no power to stop the rebuild or make demands
upon the planning of the new facility. This combination of attributes makes them a
discretionary stakeholder.

Mental Health Providers and Patients

The mental health providers who work at the institute and the patients who have and
will receive care there are also important stakeholders in this case. According to the Andy Sher
at the Chattanooga Times Free Press (2022a), the hospital served more than 2,000 people in
2021 and has 459 people on staff. The main concern is providing high-quality care to the
community in Chattanooga and the East Tennessee area. An updated facility would make such
care much easier to provide and access. Some locals are concerned that the current location is
too isolating and a location downtown would provide patients with a better quality of life (Local
3 news, 2024). Even after the decision was made to move the facility, Commissioner Marie
Williams of the Tennessee Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services said,
“We know that publicly funded psychiatric beds are an essential emergency mental health
safety net for our neighbors who have the greatest needs and little or no ability to pay for
treatment” and promised that the facility would continue to operate (State of Tennessee, 2024).

Direct quotations from former patients or current mental health professionals at the
Moccasin Bend Mental Health Institute were not featured in media coverage, but the needs of
these individuals were considered by both state actors and local advocates. These stakeholders
have urgency in this case since the rebuild directly impacts their work and care. They also have
a legitimate claim on these discussions since their concerns pertain to the psychological need
of the area. Without direct power, they are dependent stakeholders. They are secure that the
state will be spending a significant amount of funds to improve the facility no matter where
they are located, so their concerns will be met. The strategy about how the facility will meet

these needs, however, is still under discussion.
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3.2.4 Classification

This case is classified as a success and is an example of how institutions can be responsive
and inclusive with its power. The project to rebuild the Moccasin Bend Mental Health Institute
was widely supported since improving mental health care is a priority across many Tennessee
communities. Unlike in more contentious development cases, the main issue was not whether
the facility should be rebuilt, but where is should be built in order to honor the cultural
significance of the site. With this unifying goal, stakeholders were able to negotiate and make
their voices heard in a shared context.

While the state government retained formal control over the legal and planning process, it
responded genuinely to concerns raised by Chattanooga residents, local preservation groups,
and the Cherokee tribes. These groups did not have formal authority—except the Cherokee
tribe—but were able to advocate effectively for an archeological review and disseminate their
reasoning against keeping the facility on the original site. Rather than dismissing these
concerns, the state followed through with a formal archaeological survey committing
themselves to act in accordance with the survey’s findings.

This willingness to respond to dependent stakeholders’ concerns is what makes this case a
good example of community integration. The state actors did not attempt to placate locals with
vague promises at cooperation and understanding, rather they acted officially and transparently
to prove that they were making the most appropriate siting decision. The state retained control
over the project, but was open to adjusting the initial plan to mitigate conflict.

This case shows that community engagement and integration of local concerns into
development projects can enhance the final outcome. It was beneficial that the main goal of the
project was clear and widely supported while the details of the project plan were the topic of
negotiation. This allowed the authoritative power of the state to navigate conflicts under the
banner of a single, unifying mission instead of trying to understand and capitulate to multiple
stakeholder motivations. As a responsive authority, the state allowed stakeholders without
power to affect the planning process, resulting in a project plan that benefits community needs

while considering local concerns.

3.3 Case Study 2: Monteagle Petro Truck Stop
Spaceframe: Chattanooga area

Timeframe: 2021-25

Classification: Type I Failure
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3.3.1 Project Overview

The city of Monteagle, TN, located 50 miles northwest of Chattanooga, approved the
development of a large Petro truck stop proposed by RBT Enterprises at Exist 135 of Interstate
24 in May of 2020. This project proposed a 24,000 square foot facility with 130 additional
parking spaces for truck drivers who needed more space to sleep during long haul drives.
Additionally, the truck stop would house various restaurants and facilities for truck drivers that
would also benefit the residents of Monteagle. This plan promised over 100 new local jobs and
additional tax revenue that would have benefited the town.

Despite local council approval, this project faced immediate and intense community
backlash. Environmentally, the construction of the truck stop gave rise to concerns about water
contamination to the town’s sole water source, Laurel Lake, due to runoff of red clay used on
site. Residents also feared that noise, dust, and vibrations from the truck stop would disturb
their neighborhood and change the character of their local town. The large 24/7 facility would
be an eyesore and a disruption to the quiet, small-town life they were used to. Residents filed
2 lawsuits against the project and when those failed, they filed an appeal of the decisions. These
actions stalled the beginning of construction long enough for RBT Enterprise’s building permit
and vested rights to lapse. These legal suits failed in and of themselves, but the result was the
same: the project did not begin construction.

The strong local opposition in addition to missed environmental and vested-rights
benchmarks by RBT Enterprises caused the city council to reverse their decision in August
2024 and stop the construction of this project. While locals may be happy that this project has
been squashed, RBT Enterprises’ developer, Rodney Kilgore, has responded to this decision

with a lawsuit. Litigation is ongoing to this day.

3.3.2 Timeline

May 2020: RBT Enterprises announces a franchise agreement with Travel Centers for America
to open a Petrol Stopping Station in Monteagle, TN. Local opposition immediately sprang up
with residents claiming these sites are hot bed for sex and drug trafficking (Gallagher, 2021).
RBT Enterprises begins writing a site plan for the project and applying for building permits
with the city.

September 2020: Lead developers on the project, Brian Graber and Tammy Graber, start
submitting site plans to the local authorities and meeting with neighboring residents. Brian

Graber acknowledges that zoning changes will be necessary for the project and is open to
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options like an aesthetic wall around the property to make sure the development and its
surroundings are cohesive (Grundy County Herald, 2020).

January 2021: A local environmental advocacy non-profit, United to Protect the Plateau,
publishes a pros and cons article strongly arguing against the construction of the project
(Waller, 2021). Site plan approval is delayed as local concerns and resistance begin mounting.
Community members, especially those near the site, raise environmental and livability
concerns specifically around dust, water contamination, noise and vibrations.

February 2021: The Monteagle Planning Commission held an open, online meeting inviting
residents and RBT Enterprises to speak on February 2. (Monteagle Planning Commission,
2021a). The planning commission then approved to send the ordinance to the city council for
approval. At a city council meeting on February 22, resident Mary Beth Best presents a petition
against the truck stop with 218 signatures. Other local residents voice their opinions about the
project citing noise, water contamination, and the financial standing of RBT Enterprises as
reasons not to continue with the project. (Monteagle City Council, 2021a).

March 2021: Two city council meetings are held to hear the arguments for and against the
Petro Stopping Station including a special meeting in which local citizens voiced their concerns
about the project and RBT Enterprises had the opportunity to try to quell these concerns.
(Monteagle City Council, 2021c). The rezoning of the site from residential to commercial is
approved by the City Council. (Monteagle City Council, 2021b)

July 6, 2021: The city council approves RBT Enterprises’ site plan for the new Petro Truck
Stop despite resident opposition in the meeting. Provisions are made in the plan to mitigate
storm water and run off from the construction. (Monteagle Regional Planning Commission
2021c, Hobbs 2023)

August 2021: A group of six residents filed two lawsuits. The first was against the Monteagle
Regional Planning Committee in which the residents claim the Monteagle planning
commission acted illegally in approving the truck stop site plan because the underlying zoning
for one of the parcels is invalid. The second is against the Town of Monteagle in which the
plaintiffs claimed the rezoning of land on RBT’s proposed site was illegal. Both lawsuits listed
RBT Enterprises as a secondary defendant. In both claims, the trial court sided with the
defendants—The Town of Monteagle and the Monteagle Regional Planning Committee. The
plaintiffs filed an appeal immediately. (William Foehring, et al. v. Town of Monteagle; Hobbs
2023)

September 2022: Monteagle Town Council listens to a presentation by Jim Waller, a structural

engineer and environmental advocate from United to Protect the Plateau, in response to the
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community’s growing concern about runoff and environmental degradation. At this town
council meeting on the 15", Waller showed that RBT Enterprises was violating environmental
conservation ordinances (Lytle 2022).

March 2023: The appeal by the residents of Monteagle failed again in appellate court. The
judge reaffirmed the legitimacy of both the Town of Monteagle’s rezoning decision and the
Monteagle Regional Planning Commission’s approval of the Petro Truck Stop site plan.
(William Foehring, et al. v. Town of Monteagle).

July 2024: The City Council considers revoking RBT Enterprises’ vested property rights due
to the project’s failure to meet construction benchmarks. The final decision is deferred for one
month. (Monteagle Regional Planning Commission. 2024b)

August 2024: The council argues RBT’s vested development rights are no longer valid due to
inactivity and failure to meet new compliance requirements. Thus, the town revokes the
building permits blocking further development. (Monteagle Regional Planning Commission,
2024a, Lytle 2024a). Local opposers of this project consider this a victory while RBT threatens
legal action against the town council.

September 2024: RBT Enterprises officially announces to file a lawsuit against the town of
Monteagle alleging they violated vested property rights, conducted an improper regulatory
reversal, and acted in bad faith to obstruct an approved project. Litigation is ongoing and
continuing media coverage highlights this case specifically as a case of NIMBYism. (Lytle
2024b, Hill 2025)

3.3.3 Stakeholder Analysis
Table 3.3.3: Case Study 2 Stakeholder Overview

Name Power Legitimacy | Urgency Typology

Monteagle Town Council & Regional | Yes Yes No Dominant

Planning Commission

Protect the Plateau)

Monteagle Residents No Yes Yes Dependent
RBT Enterprises No Yes Yes Dependent
Truck drivers No No Yes Demanding
Environmental Advocates (United to | No Yes No Discretionary
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Monteagle City Council & Regional Planning Commission

Both the town of Monteagle and its Regional Planning Commission viewed the Petro
truck stop, at least at first, as an enormous opportunity for economic development. The only
other stop in the area, a Pilot truck stop, did not have enough spots to accommodate the truckers
that came through the area and many would pull over on the side of the road at exits to sleep
(Gallagher, 2021). This project provided a chance for these truckers to rest as well as jobs for
Monteagle residents. The development would bring in extra tax revenue for the town to help
pay for community projects like infrastructure and road repair. Even though community buy-
in should be a priority, in this case, the need to promote job and economic growth was the main
objective for city officials.

Their methods of accomplishing this goal were two-fold: legal approval of rezoning
parcels of land from residential to commercial and approving the site plan for the truck stop.
They did welcome public discourse in their city council and regional planning commission
meetings, yet, despite the evidence of environmental harm from the project and overwhelming
public dissent, they approved RBT Enterprises’ plan. Once local dissent and litigation had
postponed and obstructed the project long enough, however, the council did reverse their
approval in 2024 when RBT Enterprises’ building permits had lapsed.

These two stakeholders wielded power in this case as their approval was required for
this project to begin construction. They had a legitimate legal claim on the project as the
presiding governmental body, which they used to negotiate stormwater and run off mitigation
measures in the original site plan. While the construction of this project would change the face
of the town they serve, this decision does not have a direct effect on either organization’s body
therefore they are not urgent stakeholders. With power and legitimacy, these authoritative
dynamics make them dominant stakeholders who must balance the urgent needs of other actors.
Monteagle Residents

The Monteagle residents’ main concerns revolved around safety, environmental
degradation, noise and dust pollution, traffic congestion, and changes in character in their town.
Those who lived near the site selected for the project feared that the truck stop would encourage
more criminal activity on top of the drug problem the area was facing already (Gallagher,
2021). The truck stop would be operating at all hours of the day which would disrupt their
neighborhood rhythms with noise pollution and extra traffic congestion in an area (Hill, 2024).
The entirety of Monteagle was concerned about the change that this truck stop would make in
the character of their town. The transient nature of the truck stop would mean more unfamiliar

faces in the area and the facility itself would be an eye sore (Gallagher, 2021).
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Their most prominent concern was the environmental risk that this truck stop had upon
the local water supply, Laurel Lake. Residents voiced their specific concern that there was a
lake near the project site location and that construction would then contaminate the water and
any wells near the property (Monteagle City Council, 2021b). Even when a well was proven
not to be on the property by an environmental study conducted for the developers site plan
(Monteagle City Council, 2021¢), citizen concerns were not quelled. When the site plan for the
Petro truck stop was approved, local efforts intensified to obstruct the project, especially after
the run-off from the development did end up polluting Laurel Lake (Powell Reed, 2023; Hill,
2024).

These stakeholder’s methods to stop this project were first intense before turning
drastic. First, they organized a GoFundMe campaign to raise money to prevent this project in
whatever way necessary (Gallagher, 2021). Word spreads quickly through smaller towns and
residents near the site were quick to form an organized group against the project. Six main
residents, William Foehring, Janice Foehring, William Best, Mary Beth Best, Ron Terrill, and
Sandra Terrill, were the leaders in this movement and attended public hearings to testify to
their concerns against RBT Enterprises site plans. Mary Beth Best even presented a petition
with 218 signatures at the February 22, 2021 meeting proving the public opposition against
this truck stop. When their concerns were barely addressed by RBT Enterprises, the city
council, and the regional planning committee, they filed two lawsuits to try and prevent the
project. When the court sided with the town of Monteagle and the Regional Planning
Committee, the residents appealed the decision but were still denied their claim (William
Foehring, et al. v. Town of Monteagle, Tennessee).

During every stage of this opposition, local media outlets provided a platform for local
residents to express their concerns and disdain for the process. The online news outlets,
especially WDEF News 12, Sewanee Mountain Messenger, and Grundy County Herald, were
integral in keeping residents informed as events unfolded. Residents also founded and worked
with a local non-profit, United to Protect the Plateau, to advocate for the water supply, Laurel
Lake, and monitor RBT Enterprises’ efforts to comply with state environmental regulations.

The drastic nature of local action belies the urgency residents felt and the deleterious
effects they perceived this project would have on their town. As this project directly affected
their local landscape and was to be constructed within their city limits, they had the legal and
political legitimacy to fight the project, however, they did not have the legal power to decide

whether to accept the deal or make demands upon it as plans and constructions developed.
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These factors make them dependent stakeholders, but it is not insignificant that the residents
pursued avenues to take power through community consensus building and legal action.
RBT Enterprises

The clients the truck stop would serve were truckers that had limited space to sleep and
rest during long haul trips. There is a shortage of these kinds of facilities and even with a Pilot
truck stop already located in Monteagle, truckers were not always able to find a place to rest
(Gallagher, 2021). As a result, they would stop on the side of the road, which is hazardous not
only for them but for others driving at night. As a business venture, the Petro stopping station
would have been greatly profitable for RBT Enterprises given the massive demand for this type
of facility. In the rounds of city council meetings and regional planning commission
negotiations, the franchisees led by Rodney Kilgore, Brian Graber, and Tammy Graber were
focused on approving their site plan and beginning construction. The concerns of the
surrounding neighbors were somewhat addressed through city and state regulations regarding
the site plan, with some negotiation between neighbors of the project and RBT Enterprises in
the pre-approval phase of the plan. While Garber expressed that there was a 75% approval rate
of this project, there is no formal evidence to support this claim (Monteagle Planning
Commission, 2021a).

Strong and immediate opposition to the project put RBT Enterprises on the defensive
in terms of their methods. RBT promoted the truck site early through media outlets saying it
should have been a “slam dunk” for the community by meeting a national need for truckers
and bringing more business and the area (Gallagher, 2021). Lead developer, Brian Graber,
also was proactive in trying to engage neighboring residents in the planning process (Grundy
County Herald, 2020). When strong organized protest arose, the developing team attempted to
assuage any concerns with the project via in-person explanation. A representative of RBT
Enterprises was present at city council and planning commission meetings to answer questions
and make the case for the approval of their zoning change request. At the planning committee
meeting on February 2, representative Brian Garber stated that the developers had met with
neighbors and they were willing to work with them to involve them in the development process.
In the special city council meeting called on March 15, 2021, Garber stated that he and his
entire team were there to, “make all the citizens feel better about the project.” In the 2021
campaign for the project, the developers were willing to work with the city to ease resident
concern and capitulate to their demands.

However, once the construction began and local opposition turned to legal methods, the

developers became increasingly frustrated with the time and energy cost of the project. In an
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effort to capitulate to resident demands and conform to local environmental and regulatory
benchmarks, the developers did agree to adjust their site plan to mitigate run off risk in a city
council meeting, but reporting by Jim Waller revealed in another planning commission meeting
in September of 2022 that they were not taking the necessary environmental precautions
(Monteagle Regional Planning Commission, 2022b). Additional complications from changing
local ordinances and environmental study requirements ended in RBT Enterprises losing their
building permits (Hobbs, 2024; Lytle, 2024a). After the final loss of the project permissions in
2025, the personality of one developer, Rodney Kilgore, seemed particularly hostile when he
spoke to with local news sources saying “Three members of this board have got this town in a
lot of trouble. You aren’t going to run me off. You have been sued.” (Lytle, 2024b).

The profit motive was central for these stakeholders giving them a strong sense of
urgency. They went through the legal process of contracting with the franchiser Travel Centers
for America, obtaining building permits through the city, and getting the site plan approved by
the regional planning committee, so they had legal legitimacy as stakeholders. Without the
permits, they did have the power to complete the project, and since their plans were frustrated
by locals and especially the non-profit, United to Protect the Plateau, they lost their legal power.
In this case, the planning commission and city council has overarching power to approve the
project, so in the typology they do not have power as they cannot independently complete the
project anymore. This confluence of factors makes them dependent stakeholders who must
continue to negotiate—or in this case, take legal action against—the city to secure power.
Truck Drivers in the area

Truck drivers in the area did not participate heavily in this project, but their need for
more space is the reason this contentious project was initiated. The shortage of rest stop
locations makes it more difficult to stay awake and alert during their runs, and the Pilot truck
stop in Monteagle was always full. In order to make their long-haul trips safe, these drivers
needed more stopping stations. Another one in Monteagle would help alleviate some of the
pressure that the Pilot station was facing. Drivers were already stopping on the side of the road
when there wasn’t space (Gallagher, 2021). Naturally, truck drivers were in support of the
project.

These drivers did not live in the town of Monteagle, but did travel through frequently,
often facing problems finding space to park overnight since the Pilot truck stop was constantly
full. Forming a coalition of truckers to be active in supporting this project would be difficult,
but 800 truckers from the area sent a representative, Kyle Lewis, to one public hearing meeting

of the Monteagle City Council in March of 2021. He attempted to address the criminal concerns
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of the local residents saying that there is crime everywhere but truckers are trained to look out
for women and children. This was their only course of action throughout the process. No further
mention of truck drivers’ action is mentioned after this meeting.

The drivers had some urgency since the stopping station would provide an important
benefit to them by enhancing their safety and the quality of their work. Their legitimacy is
debatable as they had no legal right to make a claim on the project, but one could argue that
they had a moral right to make a claim since nationwide shortages made their job more
dangerous. However, for this analysis, it is considered they do not have a legitimate claim since
they neither live in the town of Monteagle nor is this the only opportunity they have for a
stopping station. Without power or legitimacy, the truck drivers are defined as demanding
stakeholders according to the typology. While they may desire to have an additional truck stop,
their voices hold little weight in the decision-making process.

Local Environmental Advocates (United to Protect the Plateau)

The local non-profit organization is an extension of local resident concerns since the
membership is comprised of Monteagle locals, but is a separate entity dedicated entirely to
environmental impacts of developments in the area. Their mission statement is “Supporting
safe, healthy economic development on the South Cumberland Plateau” indicating a wide-
reaching variety of interests. However, their website—unitedplateau.com—specifically
denotes that they are not against truckers and given the lack of additional action after the Petro
stopping station was stalled, it seems as if this Petro truck stop case is its only focus. There is
no sign of advocacy from this group after the revocation of RBT Enterprises’ vested interest
rights; United for the Plateau’s last addition to the website is a 2022-2023 newsletter.

Their actions opposing the truck stop were centered around their argument that the runoff
into Laure Lake would jeopardize community health. They promulgated a paper via their
website written by Jim Waller that outlines the environmental impacts of the proposed Petro
station and argues against its constructions on that basis. They also presented these concerns at
a town council meeting on September 22, 2022 trying to stop the development. In the last stage
of local opposition, they supported the legal efforts of Monteagle residents who challenged the
zoning and site plan approval in Marion County court (William Foehring, et al. v. Town of
Monteagle).

As an extension of local citizens, this group has the legitimacy to make moral claims on
the project, but no the urgency since the project’s failure or success does not necessarily change
the organization’s structure, even if it practically dissolved after the projects end. The non-

profit could still advocate for the environment of the plateau it serves and continue to support
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other actions for that mission if another poignant case appeared. Without any true legal power,
this stakeholder is considered a discretionary stakeholder but was highly invested in the project.
Any power they tried to have through their voice had to be given through legal means either
through the Monteagle town council or the Marion County court. Both entities did not give
them the power to change the project, but the cost of their opposition through the legal system

cost RBT Enterprises their project, nonetheless.

3.3.4 Classification

This is classified as a Type I failure or a NIMBY failure because resident opposition
overpowered the development of a project despite the developers following legal processes.
Developers were surprised by the strength of oppositional stakeholders because in the initial
planning of the project, as they believed it had an obvious net benefit to the community
(Gallagher, 2021). They did not integrate local concerns into the decision-making process nor
give their voices real weight in the planning process, but they did attempt to show good faith
towards being a “good neighbor” by talking with the neighborhood residents near the project
site location and showing up at public meetings, at least in the beginning (Monteagle Planning
Commission, 2021a). Once the permitting and site plan approval process began, locals
organized intense oppositional campaigns but could not effectively negotiate with developers
and the local government to change the plans. However, in this case, the local opposition was
able to indirectly use the power of the legal system to obstruct development. The lawsuits sided
with the local government, but the time cost of the action cost the developers their permits thus,
their project.

The local concerns were mostly centered around environmental factors, but aesthetic and
procedural factors were also mentioned. One resident mentioned the change in local character
(Gallagher, 2021). The procedural concerns of residents played out in the lawsuits where
residents claimed the zoning change was an illegal change. The courts agreed that the town
council and regional planning committee had the authority to make the change, but the process
in and of itself is indicative of a breakdown in public trust.

Both parties were vying for an alliance with the city’s governing bodies. Procedurally, RBT
Enterprises was able to obtain power to complete their project through compliance with local
ordinances and regulations. Resident opposition had to rely on sympathy from the city council
and regional planning committee to overturn a legally permissible action from the developers.
When the project was approved, residents felt as though they were unheard, which hurt public

trust.
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Nevertheless, they persisted in obstructive efforts, monitoring the environmental impact of
the project, filing lawsuits, and continuing to mobilize opposition in the area. Their
indominable spirit eventually, although indirectly, defeated the project. This spirit created an
insurmountable barrier for developers to negotiate with locals. In the beginning, RBT
Enterprises seemed committed to communicating with the community, though this was not a
creative and dialogic relationship, they were willing to at least, in good faith, listen to the
neighborhood residents. Yet, the locals were unappeasable. Even after an environmental study
was done for the site plan and the site plan was given conditions to mitigate environmental
risk, locals were intensely unhappy with the decision.

After the approval of the project, there is no mention of continued attempts at dialogue
between developers and the community. This is reasonable given that their resources were
being used to fight a legal battle. This is an example of committed opposition stymying
developer opportunity to negotiate with residents (Warren and Foster, 2020). Though, it should
be noted, that if the locals were not to have filed the lawsuits, there is no guarantee that those
resources would have been committed to enhancing a community relationship and building
public trust.

The breakdown in community relations can be encapsulated in the sentiment made by Mary
Beth Best " the council has already made up their minds,” (Monteagle City Council, 2021a).
The community felt blindsided by this development (Hill, 2024), prompting a fierce fight for
recognition in public meetings. Without early acknowledgement or integration of local
concerns, opposition quickly solidified into NIMBYism, setting the project on a path to failure.
Earlier notification, transparency in communication, and moderated dialogue between
stakeholders may have allowed for concerns to be addressed, but instead of fostering
consensus, the two parties were locked in a stalemate.

Developers also found themselves frustrated as legal costs mounted, changing ordinances
created uncertainty, and code requirements delayed progress which eventually killed the
project. This case aligns with Warren and Foster’s (2020) observation that when developers
cannot negotiate effectively with communities due to obstruction from committed opposition,

all parties face a suboptimal outcome.

3.4 Case Study 3: Proposed Bucc-ee’s Development at Exit 1
Spaceframe: Clarksville

Timeframe: 2023
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Classification: Type I Failure

3.4.1 Project Overview

The popular Texas-based travel center chain, Bucc-ee’s proposed a 77,000 square foot
facility with over 100 pumps, 19 electric charging stations, and 650 parking spots at Exit 1 in
Clarksville, TN. However, as negotiations between the city and the Tennessee Department of
Transportation (TDOT) began, local residents also began voicing concerns about infrastructure
strain, traffic congestion, and the lack of transparency they felt was continuing through the
planning process.

These concerns reinforced TDOT concerns regarding necessary roadways and traffic
upgrades Bucc-ee’s would have to agree to make in order to get full approval for this project.
In September of 2023, Buc-ee’s official withdrew its site review, citing inability to agree on
highway improvements demanded by the state authority. While Buc-ee’s suggested revisiting
locating in Clarksville in the future, as of now, they have not made any announcements at
another Clarksville location. They have, however, announced a new location in Oaks Grove,
KY which is located about 25 minutes away from Clarksville and on the same Nashville

interstate corridor.

3.4.2 Timeline

June 19, 2023: Buc-ee’s announces plans to build a large travel center at Exit 1 in Clarksville,
TN. This site would be 77,000 sq. ft. with 120 fuel pumps on a 47-acre site. Officially, they
submitted a site review for an old site that used to house O’Connor’s Irish Pub and Grill that
closed in 2022 (Matthews, 2023).

June 27, 2023: Planning and negotiations begin between Buc-ee’s, the Regional Planning
Commission, and the Tennessee Department of Transportation (TDOT). The TDOT raises
concerns over necessary traffic infrastructure upgrades. Regional Planning Commission defers
decision until Bucc-ee’s and the TDOT can come to an agreement. (Clarksville-Montgomery
County Regional Planning Commission, 2023).

June 29, 2023: Local residents begin raising opposition to the new Buc-ee’s location citing
concerns over severe traffic congestion, safety due to heavy truck traffic, environment strain,
community character changes, and a perceived lack of transparency in the project planning up
until that point (Gessner, 2023). Locals have voiced similar traffic concerns in this area already
since it is a particularly dangerous area for trucks. Locals have even named the guard rail at

the Trenton and Tylertown Roads intersection “Gary the Guardrail” (Willliams, 2021) in a
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campaign to get Clarksville officials to change street paint to give vehicles more room to turn.
The proposal to put a Bucc-ee’s on this intersection invigorated the debate further.
September 14, 2023: Buc-ce’s formal withdraws its site review from the Regional Planning
Committee, citing inability to reach an agreement with TDOT on road upgrades. Clarksville
officials and residents hope to continue looking for other locations in the area which would
better suit Buc-ee’s and resident needs, but Buc-ee’s is noncommittal (Brown, 2023).
September 17, 2024: After one year of searching and negotiating with cities along the
Interstate-24 corridor, Buc-ee’s focuses on planning for a development in Oak Grove, KY
instead of finding another location in the Clarksville area (Lindenberg, 2024). This location
still serves many of the same trucking clientele that the Clarksville location would have but
moves tax revenue across state lines.

June 3, 2025: Bucc-ee’s has yet to break ground on the Oak Grove site due to continuing
upgrades to infrastructure systems (Carmona, 2025). While developers were able to make an
agreement with Oak Grove and Kentucky officials, the implementation still requires much
work for the facility to be built, increasing Bucc-ee’s cost both in terms of installation and lost

profit due to a delayed opening.

3.4.3 Stakeholder Analysis
Table 3.4.3: Case Study 3 Stakeholder Overview

Name Power Legitimacy | Urgency | Typology
Buccee’s Developers No Yes Yes Dependent
Clarksville Montgomery Yes Yes No Dominant

County Regional Planning

Commission and Tennessee

Department of

Transportation

Clarksville Residents No Yes Yes Dependent
Future Travelers and No No No Non-stakeholders
Employees

Bucc-ee’s Developers
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A Texas-based company, Bucc-ee’s has been expanding rapidly over the past 43 years
it has been in existence. The large facilities, clean restrooms, plenteous as pumps, and
surprisingly popular merchandise has accrued die-hard fans across the nation. The new
Clarksville location would have expanded their network even further and brought many
additional tourists to the area. The popular brand could have helped the Clarksville economy
by bringing in their customers to spend in the area and it would have provided hundreds of jobs
between its construction and operation (Gessener, 2023). Exit 1 in Clarksville is a prime
location along the Interstate-24 corridor from Nashville, TN allowing Bucc-ee’s to capture
trucking and traveler clientele along that route. Its popularity and reputation often entice
travelers to drive farther between stops in order to take advantage of their facilities.

The power Bucc-ee’s had in this case was not their ability to make the deal happen no
matter what; their power came from their ability to go somewhere else. While the company did
enter into negotiations with the Regional Planning Commission and the Tennessee Department
of Transportation, the plan Bucc-ee’s presented was not robust enough to satisfy either
government entity leading to the deal to fail. Bucc-ee’s national status and economic strength
gave them the power to go anywhere, so when negotiations failed after two months, they
abandoned the Clarksville area.

As negotiations were only in the beginning phases, the developers did not pursue any
community engagement strategies. Bucc-ee’s is a highly sought-after development project by
economic developers and local governments because of its popularity, well-paying jobs, and
high investment into the communities. As such, Bucc-ee’s developers have great symbolic
power and do not have to negotiate as greatly with localities or communities to build a project.
If they cannot easily make a deal, there are plenty of other places who are vying for their
business.

This stakeholder had legitimacy and urgency since they had a legal claim to make this
proposal and the deal would change the day-to-day operation of their business with the addition
of another location. While they did have some sort of negotiating power because of their
popularity, it was not ultimate deciding power; without approval from the Regional Planning
Commission and the Tennessee Department of Transportation, the deal was impossible.
Therefore, Bucc-ee’s was a dependent stakeholder in this case according to the typology. Yet,
in this case, dependent is too strong or a word since Bucc-ee’s has other options other than the
Clarksville location, which came to fruition in the following year when the Oak Grove, KY
location was approved. This is an example of where the typology is weak, since different kinds

of power can and do alter stakeholder dynamics.
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Clarksville-Montgomery County Regional Planning Commission and the Tennessee
Department of Transportation

These stakeholders’ primary concerns are traffic safety, infrastructure upgrades, and
increasing economic activity in the Clarksville area. Since this particular intersection at
Trenton Road and Tylertown Road has had notable problems with traffic accidents and neither
the city nor the state had been able to solve the issue, the Bucc-ee’s development provided a
unique opportunity and challenge. If the Bucc-ee’s team of developers would make road
improvements in the area, the whole community would benefit from improved road
infrastructure as well as the long-term benefits the jobs and products the new Bucc-ee’s facility
would provide. However, the size of the facility presented additional traffic congestion
concerns, and a solution was critical to the approval of the project that Bucc-ee’s was not
confident it could provide (Brown, 2023)

There are no public documents recording the content of negotiations between the
developer team, the TDOT, and the RPC, so it is unclear which traffic concerns were the
stumbling block for this deal. Even after Bucc-ee’s site withdrawal, Clarksville officials were
willing to continue negotiations and look for alternative sites, which is a testament to the
economic power and potential of the project.

With the power to approve the project and the legal legitimacy to make demands on the
design and implementation of it, both the TDOT and the RPC are dominant stakeholders. These
groups lack urgency, however, since the benefits and costs do not directly affect these
organizational bodies. The urgency of local Clarksville residents and the city in general does
bleed into the actions of these bodies, however, since they were acting on behalf of their
constituents. In this case, the true lack of urgency combined with the representative nature of
the organizations helped to give them a clear mission with informed and solid boundaries.
Local Clarksville Residents

The residents of Clarksville were divided on this issue. Those who commuted and lived
around Exit 1 where the Bucc-ee’s facility would be built were concerned about extra traffic
congestion and the possibility of more accidents if the roads were not upgraded (Gessner, 2023
A few residents were fatigued by the number of new developments happening in the area. What
they loved about their city was its small town feel and unique character, but a national franchise
like Bucc-ee’s would homogenize the area to be like other cities. Especially since the site was

originally a local bar, the change was a stark change in local character, changing the location
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from a community gathering place to a transient and distinctly non-local liminal space
(Matthews, 2023). Other residents in Clarksville were fans of the Bucc-ee’s franchise and were
excited they would be able to visit a location more than once or twice a year (Gessner, 2023).
This excitement was augmented by the benefits of a new business that was guaranteed was to
succeed bringing in more tourists, residents, jobs, and opportunities.

The local method of voice was limited in this case to news media interviews and an
online petition. Lori Bristol, one of the more outspoken opposers, set up a change.org petition
that garnered 400 signatures before Bucc-ee’s rescinded their site review (Bristol, n.d.). There
were no official events or opportunities for the locals to voice their opinions to decision making
officials at the TDOT or RPC. Negotiations between Bucc-ee’s and these organizations
happened privately and those public opportunities for protest would have happened further in
the development process. Still, the locals made their voices heard and while residents were
disappointed that the Bucc-ee’s facility would not be built at all, Lori Bristol and the other
petition signers were pleased that the Exit 1 location would not be built.

While residents had legitimacy to make a claim and the urgency, there were no clear
avenues to influence decision making since the development was not far enough along in the
planning process. There were less than two months between Bucc-ee’s announcement and their
withdrawal from the site review, but it was clear that Clarksville officials were firm with traffic
safety thresholds which mirrored local concerns.

Future Travelers and Employees

While future travelers, employees, and other potential beneficiaries of the Bucc-ee’s
facility have neither power, legitimacy, nor urgency, their lost benefits from the new
development should not be dismissed. It is exactly this enormous potential that is why
Clarksville officials still hoped that they could find a solution or new location even after Bucc-
ee’s claimed they could not meet traffic improvement demands. Bucc-ee’s power to move
locations to a site that would demand less of them is a sign of what great potential they possess
to improve an area, but it also reveals the integrity TDOT and RPC had in ensuring their
constituents’ safety needs were prioritized over any potential that Bucc-ee’s could offer. These

non-stakeholders are a symbol of the net community benefits that were not realized in this deal.

3.4.4 Classification

This case is classified as a Type I Failure in which the project did not proceed because
the developer pulled out of the project due to being unable to deliver on local demands.

However, while there were a few outspoken resident opposers to the development, the main
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concerns regarding traffic safety and congestion were integrated into and advocated for by local
institutions. This was not a situation in which a few staunch, vocal opponents made completing
the project immensely difficult. Instead, the governmental organizations worked with Bucc-
ee’s in good faith, listened to their constituents’ concerns, and were willing to welcome in the
new development as long as community needs were met. Since these needs could not be met
by the developing company, the decision-making actors could not come to an agreement that
would let the project move forward.

This awareness of community needs and the strong disposition towards negotiation
indicates a localist focus where power is used to serve the best interest of the whole community
and not capitulate to a vocal few nor prioritize profit over people. So, while this project is
technically classified as a failure, locals being able to advocate for their needs and institutions
reinforcing those needs with their power is a positive outcome. A large Bucc-ee’s facility
would have brought tourists and economic activity, but the rescinding of this project proposal,
built trust among the community and proved that institutions had the local common good in
mind. This is a capacity building win that could help win local support for future developments.

However, there was not much explicit community engagement in this example. Local
government and local opposition were aligned but this was not intentional so much as it was
natural. Traffic safety happened to be the greatest concerns for both local stakeholders, so
while there was organized protest of the development, it is fairly certain that result would have
been the same regardless. This case, then is an example of natural local interest embedded in
community structures not an example of intentional local integration.

Unlike other case studies in this research, this case is a concise and straightforward
example since local government and local opposition goals were aligned. The opposition and
planning commission’s negotiation process complimented each other, so the two groups above
were a united front “against” developers. Yet, with the goal to still locate in Clarksville, the
residents and local government were saddened and felt the loss of this business, but the
developers were unwilling to bear the cost of conforming to needs that would have integrated

them well into the community.

3.5 Case Study 4: PB&J Properties Apartment Complex
Location: Clarksville

Time Frame: 2024-2025

Classification: Type I Failure
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3.5.1 Project Overview

PB&J Properties planned a 5-story apartment complex in the downtown Clarksville
area that would have consisted of 72 apartments with 125 parking spaces. The building would
have been located on 2.88 acres of land on the northeast corner of Riverside Drive and
Cumberland drive in the downtown Clarksville Area. (Brown, 2024a)

The development agency believed his project would have helped alleviate housing
pressures downtown and incentivized economic development in the area. Clarksville city had
designated this area as a qualified opportunity zone, and PB&J Properties believed their project
was closely aligned to city planning goals (Brown, 2025b). In January 2024, PB&J properties
made their first zoning change request for this project and again in January 2025.

Community concerns over traffic congestion and the development’s impact on local
city character ultimately influenced the city council to vote down the zoning change both times
it was presented before them. Despite traffic studies and a concerted effort by developers to
incorporate area residents into the planning process, locals were staunchly opposed to the new
development and refused to negotiate despite the obvious need in Clarksville for more housing

(Bowen National Research, 2024).

3.5.2 Timeline

January 25, 2024: PB&J Properties announces at an executive session of a Clarksville City
Council meeting their intention to develop an apartment complex in the downtown area. They
also request amending the zoning ordinance and the map of the city of Clarksville so the
property in their project plan is changed from R-1 Single Family Residential District to a
Planned Unit Development (PUD) Residential District. The Regional Planning Commission
recommends PB&J project to the City Council saying there is sufficient infrastructure for the
high-density development (Brown, 2024a). The council is concerned about the impact on
traffic, and the Clarksville Street Department called for two-way traffic improvements.
Citizens present also voiced concern about traffic and how the development will change local
character.

February 1, 2024: The City Council revisits the zoning change request made by PB&J
Properties. Again, the Regional Planning Commissioner recommends approval of this project,
however, organized protesters have attended this meeting. They fear that the development
would increase traffic congestion in the area leading more accidents. One resident, Dawn
Miller, referenced the Regional Planning Commission’s 1999 Land Use Plan: “Few feelings

are as distressing as the one experienced by having incompatible land use move too close to
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that small area of the Earth’s surface that a person calls home.” The City Council decided to
send the plans back to the Regional Planning Commission and requested a traffic impact
assessment. However, one councilman believed that they should simply vote the proposal down
considering the number of protestors in attendance. (Brown, 2024b)

April 4, 2024: The City Council votes down PB&J Properties’ request for a zoning change.
While the RPC Director conducted a traffic impact assessment and found the additional traffic
from the development will not adversely affect the intersection’s level of service, the Council
cited constituent opposition as a major factor in their decision. Still, it was a close vote with 7
members against the request and 6 in favor (Brown, 2024c).

January 30, 2025: PB&J Properties resubmits the zoning change request. Once again, the
Regional Planning Commission recommends the approval of this request, and once again the
City Council is concerned about traffic. One Council member investigated the proposed
property site personally and found it difficult to get his car through the streets and could not
imagine how a fire truck could safely navigate through the area. The proposed zoning change
was deferred one month. (Brown, 2025a).

February 12, 2025: An article written by Chris Smith examines the pro-development
arguments for PB&J Properties apartment complex proposal. He writes that revitalization of
Riverside Drive is of utmost important for downtown Clarksville. The closing of Big Lots and
Sav-A-Lot in the nearby shopping center have caused what Clarksville’s Economic
Development Council’s CEO, Buck Dellinger, terms a food desert (Smith, 2025). The
Industrial Development Board’s Director, Josh Ward, said that the number one solution to this
problem is increasing the population of the area which would signal to businesses that it would
be profitable to operate there. One IDB member, Daniel Binkley, believes the City Council
would be “short-sighted” for voting against PB&J Properties zoning change request saying
they shouldn’t let “a vocal minority stand in the way of something that would benefit the entire
community.” (Smith, 2025).

February 27, 2025: The City Council votes down PB&J Properties zoning change request for
the second time. Despite the traffic impact study, the RPC’s approval, and PB&J’s efforts to
accommodate resident’s in its design including agreeing with the Clarksville Street Department
to invest in signate, the City Council believed their constituents were solidly against the
development and did not want to move forward. They voted against the proposal 4-8. In an
attempt to clarify the project to the opposition, PB&J noted that there was some misinformation
spreading through email that the development would take land from homeowners to widen the

road (Brown, 2025b). Additionally, the zoning change would not be the last step before

60



development since the Tennessee Department of Transportation would still have to approve

the right-of-way for street improvements.

3.5.3 Stakeholder Analysis
Table 3.5.3: Case Study 4 Stakeholder Overview

Name Power | Legitimacy | Urgency | Typology
PB &J Properties No Yes Yes Dependent
Clarksville Residents No Yes Yes Dependent
Clarksville City Council Yes Yes No Dominant
Clarksville-Montgomery County | No Yes No Discretionary
Regional Planning Commission
Clarksville Street Department Yes Yes No Discretionary
Industrial Development Board No Yes No Discretionary
Economic Development Council | No Yes No Discretionary
Tennessee Department of | Yes No No Dormant/Future
Transportation Stakeholder
Riverside Drive Area (potential | No No No Non-
residents & businesses) stakeholders/Future
Stakeholders
PB&J Properties

The motivation for this stakeholder is both internally beneficial for the company and
externally beneficial for the community. Since Clarksville is expanding and needs additional
housing to continue growing, the community would benefit from affordable and well taken
care of apartments. This need makes the project a net social good. Additionally, since the
supply of housing is lower than demand in the area, PB&J Properties would be able to make a
good profit from renting these units out.

When faced with opposition, PB&J Properties did their best to accommodate local
concern. The initial design phase was approved by the Regional Planning Commission, and
additional negotiations were made with the Clarksville Street Department who required road
improvements. They were also amenable to placing signage in this area as speed calming
measures. (Brown, 2025b). Lastly, they cooperated with the City Council’s request for a traffic

impact assessment of the area. It is clear that this company was not trying to cut corners, was
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convinced that this project would support the downtown Clarksville community and would be
a catalyst for revitalization in the area.

Garnering a zoning change from the City Council would have been the first stage of the
permitting process for the developers. They would still have to secure right-of-way permissions
from the Tennessee Department of Transportation (Brown, 2025b). The zoning change was a
pre-requisite to development but did not guarantee that the project would have passed all
permitting and regulatory phases.

PB&J Properties did have a legitimate legal claim on this project and the zoning change
request as the developers. They also had urgency since it was a direct business decision for
them. They did not, however, have power which made them a dependent stakeholder relying
on the decision of the city council and had to hope that support from the Regional Planning
Committee, Economic Development Council, Industrial Development Board, and some locals
would be enough to convince the council to approve the zoning change.

Clarksville Residents

Locals, specifically from the Manning Heights neighborhood near where the
development would be built, remained concerned about traffic congestion and safety. Several
residents made statements to Clarksville Now stating that the occupational density of the
project coupled with the narrow, erosion prone roads was a recipe for disaster (Brown, 2025b).
Assurance from the Regional Planning Commission and design revisions from PB&J
Properties did not reassure them that the roads would be updated or that traffic patterns would
be safe. Another resident spoke out against the development saying, “Tiny homes and
excessive apartment complexes are killing the small town/hometown appeal that initially
brought residents to our city” (Brown, 2025b). This same resident accused the city itself of
allowing overdevelopment even on unsafe land like swamps and floodplains. Development
fatigue had set in and residents were worried their city’s character was changing, developers
were greedy and irresponsible, and that these changes were happening too fast to be safe.

In response to this development, local action consisted at protests at city council
meetings, media interviews, and online discussions. The first protest occurred on February 1,
2024, when several residents of the area showed up with handmade signs to voice their concern
about the project (Brown, 2024b). When the rezoning debate was reopened in 2025, residents
remained firm in their opinion, continuing to show up and voice safety, traffic, and local
character concerns. PB&J Properties, however, did mention that there were email campaigns
that were used to spread misinformation about the project which made it seem as if the

development would infringe homeowner’s property rights to widen the roads (Brown, 2025b).
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Email as is a quick method to spread information but it can also be used to spread
misinformation to gain support instead of educating the community on critical issues. These
actions--protests, media reports, and email campaigns--impacted the council’s decision to
rezone since in both the 2024 and 2025 decisions, the council cited obvious local opposition as
one of the reasons they did not approve the rezoning.

The residents had no power of their own to reject the proposal, but they did have a
legitimate claim on the project and urgency since the development would radically change their
local area. This combination of factors makes them a dependent stakeholder. Their strategy
was then to influence the stakeholder that did have power, the city council, to understand their
perspective and side with them. It should be noted that in a democracy, while residents do not
have power in the midst of these decisions, they do have power during an election. This
dynamic is an important factor in city council decision making since they remain accountable
to their constituents in order to retain their power.

Clarksville City Council

As any good arm of local government, the Clarksville City Council attempted to balance
both resident concerns and economic development needs. Safety and traffic considerations
were in the fore front of discussion during the 2024 council’s decision-making process. Their
initial concern over traffic patterns and congestion prompted them to request a traffic impact
study and the additional outcry from the community protest solidified the 7-6 vote for rejection
of the rezoning proposal. (Brown, 2024c).

In 2025, the need for revitalization in the Riverside Drive area became a greater
conversation. Council members in support of the development argued that the revitalization
has been necessary in the area for a while to address the food desert after Big Lots and Save-
a-lot grocery stores had closed in the area. PB&J Properties was bringing them a plan to make
that happen. Other council members argued that the apartment complex did not have a clear
connection to gaining a supermarket and the community was clearly against it. Thus in 2025,
the rezoning request was denied 4-8 with local concerns winning out against possible net
benefits for the community (Brown, 2025b). In both decisions, council members were open to
community feedback and thoughtful of the impact development would have not only on the
infrastructure and environment of the area, but of the community identity of Clarksville overall.

The city council is the dominant stakeholder in this case as they hold both the power to
make decisions as well as the legal legitimacy to make a claim on this process. They did use
this power and legitimacy to require a traffic impact study but ultimately, were not satisfied

that the benefits outweighed the concerns and voted down the rezoning change.
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Clarksville-Montgomery County Regional Planning Commission

As stated on their website, the Regional Planning Commission (RPC) is committed to,
“providing professional services to our community in a transparent manner that maximizes the
valuable resources and provides a rich quality of life.” This mission statement correlates to the
PB&J Properties project objective of providing more housing for the growing city. In June
2024, the RPC retained Bowen National Research to conduct a housing needs assessment. This
research predicts that the Clarksville area will continue to grow steadily through 2029 but has
a five-year housing gap of 15,193 units of both for-sale and rental properties (Bowen National
Research, 2024, pg. 11). This is a primary reason for the RPC’s support of PB&J’s project, but
their support is augmented by economic revitalization goals promoted by the city.

The RPC was heavily involved in the zoning change request primarily through
recommending approval of the project and representation at the City Council meetings, but
they also conducted a traffic impact assessment of the area. In 2025, the RPC director, Jeffery
Tyndall, personally attended City Council meetings to recommend this project. While this
group had legitimacy since their approval was essential to the possibility of the zoning change
being passed, they did not have the power to enact their will fully nor does the completion of
the project change their organizations day-to-day despite the project being aligned with
organizational goals. Therefore, the Regional Planning Commission is a discretionary
stakeholder. While they had no obligation to advocate for the project as heavily as they did,
the social responsibility they carried out showcases their belief in the tremendous value of the
project for the greater community.

Clarksville Street Department

The Clarksville Street Department had straightforward concerns about traffic safety and
road improvements. As an administrative and enforcing body of the local government, they
required this project to develop 24 feet of two-way traffic improvements (Brown, 2024a). They
also were negotiating with PB&J Properties for possible signage to aid traffic safety and
continued to work with the developers throughout the two years PB&J Properties was seeking
a zoning change.

This department has the power to require certain actions from the developers and
legitimacy since the role of their organization is to ensure road safety via legal action, but they

do not have urgency since this project does not affect the day-to-day operations of the
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department. This makes them a dominant stakeholder in this case as an additional arm of the

local governing apparatus.

The Industrial Development Board and the Economic Development Council

Both the Industrial Development Board and the Economic Development Council in
Clarksville had the same motivation and methods to supporting the zoning change request.
They focused on the positive, potential benefits the new housing would bring to the downtown
area including incentivizing economic development which would hopefully attract grocery
stores to an area they called a food desert. The Economic Development Council’s CEO, Buck
Dellinger, reported “There’s 42,000 population in an eight-minute circle around Big Lots, and
there’s no grocery for those 42,000 folks.” (Smith, 2025). The closing of the Big Lots store,
the last grocery store in the area, has contributed to the area feeling run down and desolate
despite the city continuing to grow. This makes the downtown area a prime location for new
development, which would improve the quality of life for current residents.

Both these organizations voiced their opinions to local media outlets and a
representative of the Economic Development Council, Janet Wilson, spoke in favor of the
request in the last round of City Council discussions saying the EDC gave their full support
(Brown, 2025b).

While these groups have neither power to enact change nor urgency as it does not affect
their everyday operations, they do have legitimacy as this project aligns with their mission
giving them a moral claim to support this development. Therefore, they are discretionary
stakeholders.

Tennessee Department of Transportation

Despite having no interaction with this project, the Tennessee Department of
Transportation is considered a dormant stakeholder because of the power they have over this
project. If the zoning change was approved, the housing development would gain a portion of
land owned by the TDOT which would be used for a travel easement and landscaping areas
(Brown, 2024b). This potential to shut down or support the project makes them a stakeholder
even if they would only be one in the future.

Future Residents and Business Owners on Riverside Drive

Lastly, it is worth mentioning the potential stakeholders involved in this development
who would benefit from the new housing and those business owners who would benefit from
an increase in population density. These potential new residents and business benefactors are

referenced by all the other stakeholders but because they only potentially exist, they have
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neither power nor legitimacy nor urgency. These non-stakeholders represent a potential net
benefit to the community that was never realized because the project failed to acquire the
necessary permission let alone begin construction. Though they are not real stakeholders, their

absence is a driving force in the continued need for Clarksville to developing housing.

3.5.4 Classification

This case is classified as a Type I Failure. Local opposition was strong despite
developers and supporters of the project making a strong effort to address their concerns. In
2024, traffic congestion and road safety were the main concerns, so the developer PB&J
Properties as well as the Regional Planning Commission undertook a traffic impact study to
prove that those show how project would not adversely affect traffic patterns. This study did
not influence the opposition. In 2025, oppositional reasoning expanded to local character
changes and developer greed. This aligns with the theory by Peter Esaiasson (2014) that locals
will change their stated reasoning to the most publicly minded argument regardless of their true
motivations.

The concerted negotiation efforts from PB&J Properties to accommodate resident
concerns along with support from various local and regional actors were ineffective in
changing the minds of the committed local opposition. The City Council, who were highly
sensitive to the vocal opposition, still shut down the project despite its potential for great and
needed benefit for the downtown area. The Clarksville Economic Development Council CEO’s
comment about the vocal majority (Smith, 2025) belies NIMBY sentiments within the debate.
Housing developments are a prime environment for NIMBY opposition since they require
substantial landscape changes, invite large demographic shifts into the area, and because of the
greater population density, promote other kinds of development which can rapidly change the
character and dynamics in the local community. Strong place-based attachments made
themselves heard in this case and inevitably won out against developer arguments for the
potential benefits.

Locals were effective in communicating their resistance through email campaigns,
protests at public meetings, and talking with local media. Many protest groups use these same
methods to make their case to their local officials, but what made this group’s efforts poignant
was the disposition of officials to listen and respond to their pleas. The city council’s
sensitivity—perhaps even hypersensitivity from the perspective of economic development

groups—to local sentiment was the differentiator for this case.
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When balancing opposing stakeholder wills, city council members have to weigh their
decisions carefully, especially since, as a public office, upsetting constituents could lose them
their office. The regional planning commission is an independent government association
which gives them a certain objectivity and focus on their mission. The council is influenced by
political biases in their voting base. Both of these bodies can balance each other out by working
together, but since the city council has the final authority on development decisions, public
sentiment and community buy-in weighs heavily in these decisions.

With this understanding, we can analyze this case through a localist lens. By prioritizing
community buy-in as a necessary component of a new development, the city council was
abiding by the Welcome Principle as described by Anderw Stables (2019). It is then a good,
democratic principle that was guiding the decision-makers in this case, however, the effects of
a decision are not necessarily the best even if it is democratic. The consequences of continually
voting down housing developments in the Clarksville area will result in higher housing costs
for locals. At such time, housing developments will need to be built regardless of community
sentiment and the city council will have to develop a methodology to inform local residents

while preserving as much public trust as possible.

3.6 Case Study 5: West Knox County Affordable Housing Development
Spaceframe: Knoxville

Timeframe: 2023-2024

Classification: Type I Failure

3.6.1 Project Overview

In an effort to expand affordable housing options in Knox County, TN, DGA
Residential LLC, owned by Dominion Group, began planning a development called Choto
Landing. This was a proposed 56-unit townhome community in a difficult development area
of Knoxville, TN (Wales, 2024). However, local residents in this area began voicing their
opposition via online petitions immediately after the announcement and organized an in-person
protest on September 5, 2023. Despite efforts from Dominion Group to open channels of
communication to the local residents and assure them of the net benefit of this development,
the project was withdrawn by the developers on September 12, one week after the protest.

However, Dominion Group still recognized the need for affordable housing and decided
to pursue a similar kind of development in another area of Knoxville. This development,

Bluegrass Landing, was successful approved and began construction in August of 2024. This
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complex has 47 apartments and began leasing in June 2025 (McAlee, 2025). The Dominion
Group continues to be committed to affordable housing in the Knoxville area and is developing

several more projects that are now in the planning or construction phase (Moore, 2023).

3.6.2 Timeline

August 1, 2023 The development request for Choto Landing was filed by Dominion Group
to the Knoxville Planning Commission (Davis, 2023).

August 2023: Local residents begin organizing opposition via public meetings and online
petitions. The Knox County Planning Commission’s website has a comments board related to
this project. Locals are active on this comment board voicing their concern and dismay for this
project with over 300 comments (Knoxville Planning Commission, 2023). The organization
Neighbors of Knoxville, whose slogan is “Stop Overdevelopment of Knoxville,” supported
this movement.

September 5, 2023: Residents of the Choto-Northshore neighborhood held an in-person
protest against the new development citing concerns about addition traffic, flooding, limited
funding, and home value impact. (Farragut Press, 2023).

September 12, 2023: DGA Bluegrass LP officially withdraws their proposal for the Choto
Landing project from the Knoxville Planning Commission in response to the local protest one
week before (Davis, 2023). The land upon which the development would have been built was
sold by the developers (Farragut Press, 2023).

April 2024: DGA Bluegrass LP submits application to the Health, Educational & Housing
Facility Board for a PILOT (Payment-In-Lieu-of-Tax) to construct 47 affordable housing rental
units on Ebenezer Road under the project name Bluegrass Landing. The new property would
be called Bluegrass Landing Apartments and because the property was rezoned in 2008, no
planning commission approval was needed (Wales, 2024).

August 2024: Construction on Bluegrass Landing Apartments begins with a construction end
date of July 2025 (McAlee, 2025). Dominion Group continues to plan for and develop housing
complexes across Knox County simultaneously supplying much needed housing and

reinforcing development fatigue in community members.
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3.6.3 Stakeholder Analysis
Table 3.6.3: Case Study 5 Stakeholder Overview

Name Power Legitimacy | Urgency | Typology
Local Residents/Neighbors of | No Yes Yes Dependent
Knoxville/ Other group

Dominion Group/ DGA | Yes Yes Yes Definitive
Residential LLC

Knoxville-Knox County | Yes Yes No Dominant
Planning Commission

Knoxville City Government and | No Yes No Discretionary
Knoxville Community

Development Corporation

Local Residents/Neighbors of Knoxville

This group’s concerns revolved around costs, risk to surrounding property values, and
traffic (Sloan, 2023). One local protester of the project, Rob Lynch, expressed concerns that
there was no public input in the project and it was moving too fast. He also described the
positive community atmosphere that he was afraid the new development would disrupt (Davis,
2023). One website rephrased this concern as “an insistence that affordable housing was not
appropriate for the area” since many of the comments sent to the planning commission
mentioned the “upscale fabric of the area” (Barker, 2023). Residents were also worried about
crime, but Compass Knox notes that residents were often confused about what type of housing
was proposed mistaking it for a public housing project. This fueled property value concerns
which is why the President of the Board of Directors for the Jefferson Park Homeowners
Association was against the project. While he understood the need for affordable housing, he
thought it should be in a more affordable area, since land alone in his area was expensive
(Wales, 2023). It is, of course, in the best interest of a home owners association to prioritize
property values in their area; however, property value changes were only speculation.

Locals organized intense protest against the development in response to these concerns.
As a summative article of this dispute analyzes, “Area residents organized in opposition to the
proposal, launching two websites, hiring an Arizona-based public relations company, flooding

the Planning Commission with comments, and threatening lawsuits.” (Barker, 2023). The PR
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firm they hired was America First PR which is a far right firm that has gotten its notoriety from
conspiracy mongering. While political binaries are unhelpful in these kind of disputes, the
notoriety of this firm is pertinent as it displays the lengths to which the residents would go to
stop this development.

As an official form of protest the Neighbors of Knoxville created an online petition
using ipetition.com stated that the Choto Landing Development was a threat to the community.
As of July 12, 2025 this petition garnered 650 signatures. Finally, on September 5%, 2023,
residents of the Choto-Northshore neighborhood in West Knox County held an in-person
protest to express their opposition to the development (Wales, 2023). This was the last straw
for Dominion Group who withdrew their proposal one week later.

After Dominion Group withdrew their proposal, the local group Neighbors of Knoxville
Community Coalition released a statement to WATE in which they said it was “a significant
triumph for the residents of Knox County, underscoring the power of a united community.”
(Moore, 2023). This triumph is less of a win for community unification than it is for a wealthy
coalition of people lobbying for their own interests.

When Dominion Group started their new project in 2024, residents of the new area still
had concerns about housing density and child safety (Wales, 2024). Since there is an
elementary school in the neighborhood and many kids walk to school, locals were concerned
that the housing development would increase traffic and endanger kids. Still other residents
were happy that Knoxville would be more family friendly saying, “These children deserve a
home. They deserve a good, strong community to grow up in. They deserve a good school, and
I think that it is our responsibility as community members to welcome families into our area,”
(Wales, 2024). This project was successful since it was clear that the benefits outweighed the
cost and there was more balanced community discussion for the project.

The locals in this case are dependent stakeholders who have legitimate ethical and
moral claims on the project and urgency since it directly and greatly impacts their day-to-day
lives. Yet, without legal decision authority, they do not have power in the framework.
However, by organizing strong resistance online and in-person, they were able to assert
relational power through their wealth that deterred development in their community.
Dominion Group/DGA Residential LLC

This group’s main goal is to provide affordable housing the Knoxville area desperately
needs. Choto Landing was going to provide housing for residents who make less than 70,000
a year recognizing that the median household income in Knoxville is $64,894 (Sloan, 2023).

Since there is a shortage of affordable housing, demand was high, so Dominion Group was
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sure to make an immediate profit off of the development and reach full capacity of these
apartments quickly. This gives the developers a high incentive to pursue the project.

However, community buy-in in the neighborhood was crucial for a smooth and low-
cost project. If the project was not integrated into the community, it would be likely that the
management of the development would be made more difficult. Neighbors could be more likely
to complain or ostracize the new residents giving the development a bad reputation. Such a
reputation could make the apartments more difficult to rent in the future.

The President of Dominion Group, Peter Hall, released a statement trying to address
resident concerns in August 2023. Within this statement, Hall acknowledged that the
community cares passionately about their neighborhood and welcomed conversations between
the developers and locals. He also laid out that the development plan met all zoning and code
requirements. Dominion Group planned a meeting for August 30™, 2023 which was cancelled
but Hall encouraged people to schedule in-person or zoom meetings with them. He also
encouraged community members to be present on September 14, 2023 at the Knoxville-Knox
County Planning Commission’s meeting which ultimate did not take place (Wales, 2023).
While unsuccessful, this press release was a real attempt at trying to negotiate directly with
local opposition and integrate the project into the neighborhood.

Dominion Group also updated site plans due to local concern to include detention ponds
to help alleviate flooding pressures, adding tress, and building a boulevard-style entrance
(Wales, 2023). They also worked with a traffic engineering firm to plan for traffic concerns
(Wales, 2023). All of these changes occurred during the month and a half between submission
of the project to the Regional Planning Commission on August 1, 2023 and Dominion Group
pulling the project from consideration on September 12, 2023.

Despite this failure, the group continued to build more affordable housing all over
Knoxville and their project, Bluegrass Landing, began leasing in May 2025 with construction
ending in July (dgaresidential.com). Their mission was not able to unfold in the neighborhood
Choto Landing would have been located, but Knoxville’s demand for affordable housing
continues to open opportunities for the development group.

While in the other cases, the developers did not classify as having power in the
framework, in this case, they do because the project was surely to pass through the planning
commission given the Fair Housing Act and Dominion Group’s commitment to adhere to
zoning codes (Barker, 2023). Dominion Group had the ability to build this project whether or
not they had the support of the neighbors, but they were open to negotiation and collaboration

between them. Despite the project being profitable to the developers and a net benefit to the
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whole of Knoxville, the protestors increased the cost to do business. This cost was not financial
per se but relational since Dominion Group would have to put in a great deal of additional
effort to overcome the negative look of the development and try to build trust in the community.
Since they are a large group who builds across the city and county, trust and reputation are
important, and this project could have cost them those key factors.

This stakeholder had the legal legitimacy and moral legitimacy to build this project and
they had urgency since the project directly affected their business adding both liabilities during
construction and revenue after tenants moved in. Since this stakeholder had all three variables
within the analytic framework, they are definitive stakeholders. This is an uncommon
confluence of factors since all other stakeholders in this research have had two or less variables.
It is then more impactful that Dominion Group decided that community buy-in was a priority
for them and that public trust was more important to them than simple monetary profit.
Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission

The Choto Landing proposal complied with property zoning requirements and the areas
general building plans, so the project would have easily been approved with some conditions
to ensure safe traffic flows and flooding management. (Barker, 2023). The affordable housing
crisis in Knoxville was a high concern for the commission, but so was safety which is why they
would likely have made some demands upon the project plans. Yet, they would have no real
grounds to stop the project in its entirety. The Choto Landing property and site plan adhered to
local zoning regulations and would be built in alignment with building codes. The project
should have been an easy win for the Planning Commission and the community.

As a part of its normal operation, the Planning Commission has a public comment
section on their website where residents can submit their opinions about proposal submitted to
the Commission. Residents in the Northside Choto area made over 300 oppositional comments
about the proposed development. While a comment board is mostly performative, it does serve
to help residents and local developers understand the strong feelings people have about possible
developments. It can act as a digital town hall, but it can also serve as an echo chamber for
negative comments since opposers of a project are more likely to post on this forum than
supporters.

While the power to approve this project was more formal than decisive, the Planning
Commission is a dominant stakeholder since they also the legal legitimacy to make demands
upon the development plan. They do not have urgency in this situation, however, since the

project does not change the operation of their organization. With some power, they are an
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essential player who can negotiate between urgent stakeholders to improve the project to better
suit the community.
Knoxville City Government and Knoxville Community Development Corporation

The Knoxville Community Development Corporation (KCDC) was a major advocate
of the project. In response to local concerns about funding, they explained to news outlets that
tax money would have funded the project which would have offset costs allowing rent to be
cheaper (Sloan, 2023). The director of the Knoxville-Knox County Community Action
Committee also noted that rent continues to soar in the area and this development would have
kept Knoxville residents from having to relocate outside the city (Davis, 2023). As the KCDC’s
main purpose is to promote economic and community development, they were pushing very
hard to try and get this development built. More affordable housing would support other types
of development in the area by stabilizing the workforce needs.

The city government also was in favor of this project even if they were conscious of the
political aspects of the development. Knox County Mayor, Glenn Jacobs, supported the project
by writing a letter of support for the project’s application for low-income housing tax credits
to the Tennessee Housing Development Agency (Barker, 2023). However, under the pressure
of resident opposition, his office downplayed this support. A strong dissonance between
governing action and the political base’s reaction could spell disaster for an upcoming
campaign. As such, the mayor softened his support once oppositional voices became especially
resonant.

Since the development takes place within Hamilton County and Knoxville city limits,
the local government and development corporation have legitimate concerns about this project.
The benefit of Choto landing would bring much needed housing and tax revenue to the
community which will enhance the quality of life for all of their constituents. However, neither
group has power to make this development happen single-handedly. They can, and did, support
the development in the ways they could but they had no approval vote. While the developments
may change the revenue functions for the city government giving it a small degree of urgency,
this development does not significantly change the operation of either group, so in the
framework, they are not urgent stakeholders. This makes both groups discretionary

stakeholders but their resources are valuable for securing alliances across power discrepancies.

3.6.4 Classification
This case is a Type I Failure as opposition from local residents caused the developers

to preemptively withdraw the project. Despite locals across the city and county agreeing that
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affordable housing was a critical issue, residents in the North Choto area were opposed to any
housing project being developed in their area, especially if it threatened property values or to
change the affluent nature of their neighborhood. Developers tried to negotiate with the locals,
but the organized resistance of the neighborhood was so strong that they decided to withdraw
the project instead of continued negotiation.

However, the mission of Dominion Group was not hindered by this failure. Instead,
they pivoted to different, though no less deserving, areas of Knoxville and Knox County. The
protests from Choto Landing fed into the language the developers used in their marketing for
Bluegrass Landing Apartments (Wales, 2024). They continued to listen to the community
members, even those vehemently opposed to them in order to deliver the best serving product
to their community.

While this case is a classic example of a small group of NIMBY's thwarting a project
that would enhance the net social good, the reaction of developers belies as localist sentiment
that remains collaborative and open to criticism despite committed opposition. Dominion
Group could have pushed the project through to approval since their project fit zoning and
safety requirements which gives them power, however, they did not risk alienating the
community to achieve their goal. The relational dynamics underlying this project’s negotiation
were powerful enough that the developers considered it too risky to proceed with Choto
Landing.

Residents used reasoning such as traffic or environmental concerns as their main
promotional arguments, but also consistently mentioned the change of neighborhood character.
This mix of practical and more socially acceptable arguments along with the more personal
ones shows the complex nature of local opposition. Local residents in the Northside Choto area
had strong place attachment along with enough resources to defend their neighborhood from
development. Without direct power, residents had to form a coalition with each other and
outside groups to pressure those with power to support them or at least coalesce to their wishes.
Their tactics worked since Dominion Group understood that the cost of community conflict
was too high to proceed.

It is impossible to say whether development would have incurred all of the downsides that
residents claimed were possible or that their neighborhood would have been worse because of
Choto Landing. Knoxville continues to face housing challenges as it grows and must negotiate
with current neighborhoods to find solutions that are appropriate for the growing city. This

case showcases the intensity that strong, embedded, and affluent communities can show in
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opposition to affordable housing that must be considered by developers at the very beginning

of the planning process.

3.7 Case Study 6: Old Concord Gas Station
Spaceframe: Knoxville

Timeframe: 2024-2025

Classification: Type II Failure

3.7.1 Project Overview

In the historic town of Old Concord, Knox County Planning Commission approved a
project for an EZ gas station in 2024. This national chain would include 7 pumps and an in-
store restaurant. The planning commission made some conditions requiring the developers to
change the site plane based on the Neighborhood Commercial zoning of the site. This project
approval was immediately met with local backlash and the community quickly organized an
appeal to the Zoning Board of Appeals. Their main concerns included traffic safety, change to
the local character of the area, and the disruption in resident’s quality of life such as noise and
environmental impacts. The zoning board approved this appeal in August of 2024.

This decision temporarily halted the project, but developers revised their proposal in
line with the appeal board’s regulations. In February 2025, construction was permitted to
proceed despite continued local opposition. Community groups still oppose the construction
and are still arguing that the new development will disrupt local character and that the

community does not want the gas station, but their legal avenues of opposition have closed.

3.7.2 Timeline

July 2024: The Knox County Planning Commission approves the EZ Gas Station project with
some conditions to try to conform to the zoning (Loukas, 2024). Residents received written
notice of this development for the first time.

August 2024: Knox County residents (Old Concord Residents Association) file an appeal with
the Zoning Board of appeals against this development stating that the project’s square footage
exceeds what is allowed in the zoning for that property. The appeal is granted and project
planning is halted. (Morgan-Rumsey, 2024).

February 2025: Construction on the new design for the EZ Gas station is approved by the
Knox County Planning Commission. While there is still strong opposition, the project has

modified the plans to be smaller and reduced the area for the in-store restaurant. Instead of a
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drive thru window, there will be a walk-up window in order to help mitigate some citizen
concern about traffic and safety. (Lasek, 2025).

March 2025: When the Old Concord Resident Association submitted another appeal to block
the EZ gas station construction, the Board of Zoning Appeals denied their request (Wallace,
2025). The site plan was also updated, rolling back the original Planning Commission condition
that limited gas pumps to four. Instead, the original seven gas pumps will be permitted

(Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission, 2025).

3.7.3 Stakeholder Analysis
Table 3.7.3: Case Study 6 Stakeholder Overview

Name Power Legitimacy | Urgency Typology
Residents of Old Concord and Old | No Yes Yes Dependent
Concord Residents Association

Knoxville-Knox County Planning | Yes Yes No Dominant
Commission

Board of Zoning Appeals Yes Yes No Dominant
EZ Stop Gas Station Developers No Yes No Dependent

Residents of Old Concord and Old Concord Residents Association

Residents of Old Concord immediately organized opposition against the EZ Stop gas
station as soon as it was announced and they received their notice letter (Loukas, 2024). The
neighborhood association, Old Concord Residence Association, was concerned that a national
chain branded business would be out of place in the area. First, it was too large for the zoning
in that area. The initially proposed build would be 7,000 square feet while the zoning code only
permitted businesses to be up to 5,000 square (McAlee, 2024). Secondly, the area had a historic
zoning overlay from Knox County and was on the National Registry of Historic Places and
they felt the station would erode the character of the area (Loukas, 2024). This gave them some
grounds outside of their own personal feelings to protest the development.

Locals noted that the way they found out about this development was by letter (Loukas,
2024). This is a common practice but serves only to inform the community not engage them in
a dialogue about what is best for the community. Residents are the last to know about a
potential project, so their only path of recourse is appeal. Under normal circumstances when
development is less contentious, informing the public may be an adequate enough measure to

make residents aware and for development to still be efficient. Although, development
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professionals are often surprised by which projects are contentious and which are more smooth
sailing. Almost every project incurs backlash anyway, so gauging what is the appropriate
method of community engagement that doesn’t sacrifice efficiency but allows for local
involvement is tricky.

Old Concord resident, Belinda Brown, spearheaded the online petition initiative which
laid out community concerns. In conjunction with traffic and noise concerns, the petition noted
that the project would be located near a historic cemetery. In an interview with WATE
Knoxville, Brown gave a vivid description of this saying “People are concerned about going
to see the cemetery and visiting loved ones there and hearing a drive-thru order,” (Hillmer,
2024). This petition also mentioned that, “This intrusive and incompatible development would
negatively impact the QUALITY OF LIFE and PROPERTY VALUES for those of us who live
in the area and nearby.” (Brown, n.d.a). This petition garnered 1,112 verified signatures and
the GoFundMe campaign also started by Belinda Brown gathered $3,395 for associated legal
fees. Both figures show the wide-ranging support this oppositional movement had in the area.

In a procedural effort to stop this gas station from being built, residents submitted an
appeal to the Board of Zoning Appeals in 2024 after the initial construction was approved by
the Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission. Their appeal letter noted that the plan
would exceed the area’s zoning by 2,000 feet not including the fuel canopy and that the
development was out of character for the area (McAlee, 2024). This appeal was approved and
development was stopped temporarily. However, the project was resubmitted and reapproved
in 2025. For the second appeal, locals presented their case before the Board of Zoning Appeals
but noted that they weren’t opposed to progress. In the end, they were disappointed that they
could not reduce the number of gas pumps from 7 to 4 but begrudgingly accepted the decision
(Sloan, 2025).

Throughout the process, locals were very vocal by speaking to local media outlets and
sharing public comments on the Knox County Planning Commission’s website. At the Board
of Zoning Appeal meeting in February 2025, 33 residents showed up to support the appeal and
state their reasons. Through these methods, the locals were able to articulate their concerns,
but ultimately were unable to convince the local institutions against the EZ Stop gas station.

This group of stakeholders had a legitimate and urgent claim on the project since it was
being built int their area but no power. This makes them dependent stakeholders who must find
an alliance to secure power and execute their will. They partnered with each other to find the
resources to assert a legal claim to stop the development, but ultimately, were unable to make

a lasting alliance with a power holder.
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Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission

The Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission initially approved this project in
the Summer of 2024 with a few conditions. The business would have four gas pumps instead
of the initially planned 7 and the drive-thru attached to it must be closed from 10 PM to 5 PM
(Loukas, 2024). The Planning Commission was trying to balance the benefits of bringing
another service to the Old Concord area with the zoning regulations that protected the
neighborhood.

During the second round of approvals, the conditions upon the project reduced the total
size of the building under 5,000 feet, changed the drive thru to a walk up, and drastically
reduced the size of the in-store walk up. However, the new site plan permitted 7 gas pumps
instead of limiting it to 4 (Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission, 2025). This was a
central issue for residents at the February Zoning Board of Appeals meeting. The planning
commission’s goal was to promote economic development; this project would capitalize on
existing high traffic to bring more money into the area as well as bring in additional gas and
food services. The planning commission collaborated with the developers to revise the site plan
so that it was in accordance with regional zoning. They also did allow public comment on the
project via an online forum but whether this was a perfunctory measure or really used to make
internal decisions is undeterminable without personal interviews with staff members

With power and legitimacy, this is a dominant stakeholder in the framework. This
stakeholder has a great amount of authority since their approval is necessary for developments
in their jurisdiction. They have the legal right to impose conditions on site plans and to deny
projects that do not conform to them. However, they do not urgency as defined by the
framework since this project does not affect their internal organization’s functioning. This
gives them a more objective and mission-oriented approach to the project, yet the planning
commission also tried to be considerate of local concerns.

Knox County Board of Zoning Appeals

This stakeholder’s primary concerns are that the zoning designations within its
jurisdiction serve the residents of Knox County and that projects approved by the Knoxville-
Knox County Regional Planning Commission conform to the zoning requirements. During
their public meetings, they give residents a legal process and space to voice their concerns
which can impact their decision making, but ultimately they relied on pre-existing law to decide
which projects to allow and which to revoke.

In the first zoning appeal, the appeal request was granted because the building was too

large for the zoning permitted (Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission, 2024). This
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was an obvious violation of the zoning requirements, so there was little debate amongst the
board. In the second appeal, the request was denied since the new site plan conformed with the
Neighborhood Commercial designation that was assigned the area in 2004. The Board
reiterated the developer’s need to conform to the conditions imposed by the Knox County
Planning Commission (Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission, 2025).

The board voted 6-2 to deny the second appeal. While the two board members who
voted to approve the appeal argued that the insistence on 7 pumps was their main issue, those
who voted to deny the appeal recognized that a lot of the resident opposition was speculation
(Sloan, 2025). Since the project is in alignment with legal requirements, the Planning
Commission has the ultimate power to approve the project. Since they have already approved
it, the EZ gas station will be built. The Zoning Board did add two additional requirements to
the 11 the regional planning commission had including adding a no turn on left sign and a
sizeable buffer along the exit in order to enhance safety in the area. With their limited power,
the Zoning board did try to mitigate some of resident’s concerns.

This stakeholder has power and legitimacy to make conditions upon the project and has
override power in case the Knoxville-Knox County Planning Commission makes an approval
that is not contiguous with zoning law, but their sphere of power is limited to this alone. They
do not have any urgency since this project does not have a direct impact on the board’s
organization. While they had limited influence on the project, the were still utilized by residents
impose additional costs on the developers that they hoped would discourage the project.

EZ Stop Gas Station Developers

The developing initiative was headed by Tommy Hunt who is the President and CEO
of the EZ Stop parent company. This location would take advantage of the traffic already using
the road on this location (Sloan, 2025). Therefore, it was a very profitable prospect location.
The developers were amenable to the planning commission’s conditions but did not interface
directly with the community or local outlets to comment on the project.

Since this developer is a national chain, they had more opportunities to build in other
areas of Tennessee. While this specific project offered good revenue, if the costs of developing
either from the construction or from fighting locals who oppose the project got too high, they
could move their new gas station to another more development friendly location. less of their
overall business potential was invested in this specific deal, which could be a reason they were
less engaged with the community.

This stakeholder has legitimacy and urgency, but no power since they could not single

handedly force this project into being. As all developers know, they must work with local
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stakeholders—even just regional authorities—to make a project possible. These dynamics
make them dependent stakeholders who must persuade powerful stakeholders that their project
is beneficial. Ultimately, they were able to move forward with the planning commission’s

approval.

3.7.4 Classification

This case study is a Type II Failure since local concerns were mostly ignored. The
reason behind this designation is more about the procedural methods for community
engagement and the lack of leadership in that arena from developers than whether the project
was beneficial to the community.

The Regional Planning Commission, and more actively the Zoning Board of Appeals, was
the mediator between the developers and the residents of Old Concord. It was these
governmental bodies’ responsibility to assess local concerns and negotiate with developers so
that the project benefitted the neighborhood and Knox County as a whole. The institutional
procedure for community involvement was limited to an online comment board on the
Regional Planning Commission’s website and public comment at the Zoning Board of Appeals
meeting. This revealed what dissenters thought about the project, but the nature of these forums
means that a local would have to be highly motivated to seek to voice their opinions. Those
who are ambivalent about contentious projects or those who are on the fence are left out of
discussions even when they are directly impacted. This is a typical case of NIMBYism where
the loudest, most negative voices are heard but the opinions of the community as a whole are
uncertain.

Still, the two local governing bodies provided an avenue for local voices even if they did
not cede power to them. The conflicting opinions of the Board of Zoning Appeals reported in
the (Sloan, 2025) shows that a representative body who truly cares about their constituents and
listens to local dissent can be the mediator for these decisions.

The second reason for the Type Il Failure designation is how disconnected the developers
of the EZ Stop gas station were from the local community. The team at the parent company
made no attempt to reach out to local community members or local media outlets to explain
the benefits of the project or listen to their concerns. As a national chain, they build projects
like this all across the country but they did not develop a community relation strategy. While a
business like this may be an easy pitch to economic developers to get them a win, the strength
of their success lies in community buy-in. Relying on local economic developers or regional

authorities to do that work is short sighted.
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From a local resident’s perspective, it is easy to see how this development could feel like a
outsider trespassing on cherished property. Residents felt like their community was protected
because of its historic designation, but in the end had little to no say about what developments
actually moved into their area. Additionally, the business that did move in made little to no
attempt to integrate into the community; instead, they plan to use the same, standard model that
has worked across the country. Residents may then feel taken advantage of instead of seen.
This is where even a basic community engagement strategy could have gone a long way to
smoothing some tension. Even if locals still vehemently protested the development, they could

see that the developers were trying to form a lasting relationship with them.
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Chapter 4 — Comparing NIMBYism: Actors, Power Dynamics, and
Relations

Of these six cases, the majority were classic examples of NIMBYism, with only one
being a successful example of community integration into the planning process (see Table 8).
While each example presented specific characteristics and dynamics, there were several
overarching themes that wove in-between all of them. Firstly, institutions are the mediators of
power in planning decisions and therefore must weigh each stakeholders claims carefully.
Second, methods of engagement ranged widely across different types of stakeholders.
Understanding the motivations behind these methods can help when developing an engagement
strategy. Thirdly, institutional dynamics were the main determinants of community
engagement, so particular care must be paid to the governance system in a community to
encourage more involved local residents. These findings, discussed below, can help orient
community planning discussions and considerations that are facing NIMBY complications

toward a localist viewpoint.

Table 4: Classification Summary

Case Study Classification

Case 1: Moccasin Bend Mental Treatment | Success

Center

Case 2: Monteagle Petro Truck Stop Type I Failure

Case 3: Proposed Bucc-ee’s Development at | Type I Failure

Exit 1

Case 4: PB&J Properties Apartment | Type I Failure

Complex

Case 5: West Knox County Affordable | Type I Failure

Housing Development
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Case 6: Old Concord Gas Station Type II Failure

4.1 Institutions: Mediators of Power for Conflicting Stakeholders in Local Contexts

The recurring power dynamic throughout all of the case studies was that the
governmental institutions—here being the regional planning committees, zoning boards, and
town councils—were the arbiters of local development action. Local resistance movements and
economic developers had to appeal to these bodies to obtain legal justification for their wills.
In democratic societies, there is a flow of power which begins from the consent of the governed
and then is placed in individual people. In turn, those elected officials develop institutions.
Since the United States is a representational democracy, as opposed to a direct one, power is
dispersed across a bureaucratic network of people and institutions who must coordinate with
each other to act. This has the benefit of a “checks-and-balances” system where no actor has
too much power. However, this system does make consensus building difficult and slow.

By distancing the urgency of individual stakeholders through an institution, there is a
possibility for more objective discussion. This, however, does not mean that every agenda item
is rationally and objectively discussed since actors within the institution may be themselves
urgent stakeholders or hold biases in specific cases. Individuals may be urgent stakeholders,
but an institution will not unless revolution threatens to dismantle that institution. Still, striving
for objectivity and neutrality can create a place for inter-stakeholder dialogue.

What becomes difficult is when citizens feel as though the agents of power that they
have elected or the bureaucratic systems developed over time are no longer responsive to their
needs and desires. This felt democratic deficit instigates intense protest in which locals try to
assert a different kind of power, perhaps symbolic or social. If enough protesters back this
movement, it can work to overcome the legal system, but this is referred to as revolution and
destabilizes the system. Lower levels of protest, that are still significant to effect change, work
on a symbolic level, appealing to democratic principles and the accountability government

agents have to their citizens and the common good.

4.2 Leveraging Different Kinds of Power

An additional aspect to this dynamic is that those stakeholders without power must
build alliances with those that do. To make these alliances, stakeholders must use different
kinds of power or utilize unique leverage to make their cases. As the main powerholder in

planning decisions is often local governing institution, developers and locals must lobby with
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local officials to persuade them to back their view. Each of these stakeholders has a different
kind of power they can use to build their case.

The power developers hold is limited to a negative kind of power. If a community is in
desperate need of the development they are working on, the threat of pulling the project may
be leverage in negotiations. In this sense, developers have the potential to provide what
communities need such as jobs, tax revenue, and economic infrastructures which is appealing
to any community, especially those who have less resources. However, the costs that
developers extract from the areas they move into weighs heavily on local residents. If they
deem these costs too great for any reason, protest becomes intense and there are several
different methods residents can employ to delay, obstruct, or even completely stop a project.

The dynamics between community members and local governing bodies is more
complicated given various political interplays. Locals can have a symbolic or relational power
when they form large movements, but institutions do not necessarily respond to them such as
in the Monteagle Petro Truck Stop case (Case 2). When institutions give residents a voice in
the planning process, it helps build trust among the community. However, these institutions
must respond to local concerns for this tactic to work. A purely performative form of
participation such as the comment board used by the Knoxville-Knox County Regional
Planning Commission may even, in extreme circumstances, erode trust as locals feel like they
are screaming into a void.

Institutions must then carefully balance competing interest and weigh them carefully
against the mandate they have towards the common good. Rarely does this come to a neat and
popular conclusion. Instead, the best solution is often riddled with compromises and
disappointments. This makes the task of negotiating these development projects complex.
Development planning may be frustrating at times but can also stabilize the community by
providing a definite process to the community. In institutions such as regional planning bodies,
city councils, and zoning boards are tasked with sorting through these difficult situations to try
to promote prosperity and opportunity in their communities. Successful planning, however,
requires not only a thoughtful governing body but engagement among all stakeholders with a

commitment to a better future.

4.3 Local-institutional Methods of Engagement: Performative to Dialogic to Combative

Stakeholder engagement varied widely from method to purpose (see Table 9). Some methods
of engagement such as public meetings were more impactful for negotiating project plans.

Other methods such as online comment sections were at best, informative for planning
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institutions and at worst, an ignored forum for citizens to vent. In extreme situations, combative
methods of engagement such as lawsuits, here instigated by residents, was the last resort to try
to obstruct a project from moving forward. Each kind of stakeholder — local resident, private

developer, and institutions — had different ways of approaching these projects that aligned with

their goals.

Table 4.3: Summary of Methods of Engagement

Methods

Engagement

Result

Impact

Cost

Comment

Boards

Performative

Can inform institutions
and developers about
public sentiment; can be
the basis for coalition

forming for locals

Low Impact

Low Cost

Public
Meetings

Dialogic
(sometimes

performative)

Can be a space for all
stakeholders to discuss
their differences in real

time

Medium

Impact

Medium
Cost

Lawsuits

Combative

Often a last resort of

High Impact

High Cost

private actors when
negotiation breaks

down

Locals engaged with each other first and foremost for coalition building. An individual
on his own could not leverage any sort of social power, but the community group could. Online
petitions were the most common method used between local residents to organize collective
concerns and demands. Once a coalition was built, they could move as a unit to decision-
making forums such as public meetings or on more combative occasions, legal action as in the
Monteagle Petro Truck Stop case (Case 2). By pooling resources from the whole community,
a group of individuals could afford legal fees to fight for their cause. However, there is a limit
to these resources. While a large chain or company often has plenty of money to fight these
legal battles, local residents are using limited, personal funds. When locals run out of funding,
they are out of legal options for resistance. The personal funding of these lawsuits can make

them even more contentious and negotiation becomes less and less likely as time goes on.
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Public comment boards were the only way that individuals could express themselves
without needed to form a group identity, yet these platforms were also an opportunity to
understand group attitudes toward a project. Nevertheless, strong negative opinions were the
most common on these platforms since those who approved of the project or were ambivalent
about it were unlikely to comment. So, it may have been a poor method to assess overall
community feelings but it would be able to gauge the intensity of negative backlash and perhaps
collect data on specific concerns.

Developer’s methods for engagement were more limited. While some as in the case
West Knox County Affordable Housing Development case (Case 5) were prepared to share
information with locals and engage in direct public dialogue with them, others like in the Old
Concord Gas Station case (Case 6) did not engage with local residents at all instead deferring
to institutions to mediate information and make decisions. Some of the reason behind this
disparity may be the scope of developers’ business operations. While in the Choto Landing
Housing Case, developers were local to the area and hyper focused on the community benefit
of the project, the EZ Gas Stop case was spearheaded by a national chain brand. The economic
and service benefits of this project were clear—thus the municipality approved the
development—but these benefits did not require social integration and the profit was
disconnected from local buy-in.

Institutions had a responsibility to engage with both other kinds of stakeholders with
respect and consideration, especially the residents of the community that they served. Planning
commission or town council meetings are generally open to the public and can be an excellent
way for locals to engage with institutional officials. Additionally, several local institutions
supported online forums that discussed their cases. These forums, however, held little weight
in the decision-making process of the institutional stakeholders. While being a good indicator
for the intensity of dissent, the real weight was given to groups that organized in-person protest
or appeared at public meetings. Institutions often operate by making plans first and then
responding to community concerns, so the louder or more coordinated local resistance is, the

more likely they will be effective.

4.4 Key Factors in Development Negotiation: Institutional Dynamics and The Relational
Proximity between Stakeholders

In cases where there was more inter-stakeholder dialogue, several common factors
emerged. Firstly, if elected officials were involved in the decision-making process, local voices

had more weight in the final outcome. These officials are accountable to their constituents who
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will remember their actions in future elections, therefore, they are more sensitive to local
demands. The Moccasin Bend Mental Treatment Center (Case 1) and PB&J Properties
Apartment Complex (Case 4) were examples in which elected office holders were the powerful
stakeholders in the decision-making process. Additionally, if the developing firm was locally-
based such as in the West Knox County Affordable Housing Development case (Case 5) or
PB&J Properties Apartment Complex (Case 4), they were more proactive in engaging with the
local community at the beginning of project planning. These businesses relied on the
community as their client base, so their reputation was an extremely valuable asset to them.
Bad press would be detrimental to their business. Yet, in the PB&J Properties case, once legal
actions were taken by community members, developers were less willing to negotiate and
became combative themselves in the end.

Relational proximity is then an indicator for strong social power within a community.
In cases with less inter-stakeholder dialogue, residents had less social power because there was
more administrative distance between them and the decision makers. When the developers
were national corporations such as EZ Stop or Bucc-ee’s as in Case 6 and 3 respectively, they
were less willing to negotiate with a community and engage in public relations. This may be
because these developers had potentially less costly opportunities elsewhere. Economic
developers in the area had to pursue these national chains to come to their area, which gave
away local negotiating power. Similarly, when the legal decision-making body was a state
appointed board such as a planning commission, locals had less power and decisions were
made more objectively through zoning laws or legal requirements. This is especially evident
in the Old Concord gas station case (Case 6), in which, zoning was the main legal standing
locals had against the project. Once developers remedied these issues, they were able to build
regardless of neighborhood wishes.

When accountability was closely related to local resident desires, there was greater
opportunity for residents to participate in the planning process and make meaningful
contributions to the negotiations. The greater the relational distance between stakeholders, the
more difficult it was to negotiate with one another. While a state appointed planning authority
can help to regularize development processes and establish an objective stakeholder, it also

makes the voices of locals less potent in negotiation discussions.
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4.5 How These Findings Contribute to Localist Discourse and Unmasking the NIMBY
Label

This research extends localist discourse by reframing NIMBY resistance as a way for locals
who feel disenfranchised to try and engage with planning authorities. While the NIMBY label
is used as a pejorative term for those who are protecting their community from change that they
see as unfitting, localism challenges development professionals to prioritize the community
sentiment in their mission towards furthering the common good. The conclusion from this body
of case studies is that institutional dynamics is a determinative factor in integrating community
voices into the planning process. Institutions are better equipped to engage with their
communities if they are directly responsible to them and are open to in-person public discourse.
Authoritative bodies that are appointed by the state serve as a bureaucratic guard to ensure
projects are in line with legal and regulatory standards, but do not have as much accountability
to the community involved in the project.

The main aim of development professionals should be to unmask and understand the true
motivations of community stakeholders. In the light of this truth, stakeholders can come to the
table with the ability to negotiate better. Since these development entities have the resources
to enact their projects while not necessarily the power, they must show the community how
their project will benefit the whole not just incur profit on themselves. In cases where national
chains are the developers, this may be less important to them since they have many location
options, but by skipping community engagement in the planning process, they are only thinking
in short term costs. A community that feels it has been imposed upon will be less likely to
spend money or resources supporting that business in the future. As shown in these cases of
NIMBYism, locals may even build resistances against a project.

For local residents, coalition building is a powerful way to concentrate relational power
and focus a community’s main concerns to be addressed by authoritative bodies. Where this
coalition crosses the line from localist organizing to NIMBY elitism depends on the
demographic makeup of the group. In groups where a small body of highly resourced
individuals came together to stop a project that supported the greater area’s common good as
in the West Knox County Affordable Housing Development case (Case 5), the community’s
overall desires and needs are overpowered by a small majority. Groups that focus the
community’s resources towards a goal instead of against an outcome are good examples of
localist movements. These groups opinions then must be heard and responded to by developers

and institutional bodies.
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The successful case of the Moccasin Bend Mental Health Institute shows how community
voices and their integration into a project by an institution can help secure a more favorable
outcome for stakeholders. However, in this case, two things must be noted about methods.
First, since the renovation was spearheaded by the governor, who holds a prominent political
office, good PR was imperative as it may affect re-election. Therefore, local dissenters had
more social power to form alliances. Secondly, since the case involved Native American tribes
the dynamics between governments diplomacy was critical. Tennessee planning authorities had
the power to renovate the institute right where it was without engaging with local opinion.
However, the overwhelming social powers of the local groups involved persuaded the planning
authority into listening to a diverse number of stakeholders. The state of Tennessee then
decided to honor local opinions and the Native Tribes declaration by committing to a location
outside Moccasin Bend.

This success is an outlier among development projects, but this insight can help shape
analysis of the other cases since institutions were responsive to local needs while still moving
toward the project’s goal of improving mental health care to the area. In this case, the there
was no private development company which made it simpler to negotiate with locals and make
a decision that best served the community. Clarity of goals and stakeholder desires was the key
to making this project decision a success. In cases where there are more stakeholders,
developers or locals can hide their true reasoning and desires. Institutions then have to untangle
these volleying wills, if possible, to uncover a viable solution. This is not only possible, but the
effort to understand each stakeholder’s motivations and true concerns is valuable to negotiating

an outcome that is the most amenable to all.

4.6 Weaknesses of Localist Planning

Localist planning is heavily dependent on a deep understanding of all stakeholders and
involving expectant stakeholders in the planning process. The most obvious pitfall of this type
of planning is that the process will become a slow and inefficient. Especially when the needs
of the community are time-sensitive, a process like this is counterintuitive to the common good.
Instead, objective, authoritative planning bodies need to act swiftly and with little interference.
Defining the scenarios in which this kind of less integrated planning is difficult as dissent will
be voiced regardless of the outcome. If the planning authority makes a unilateral decision
without a solid basis or if the outcome is less than optimal, public trust can erode easily.

Esaiasson (2014) proposes that in democracies, design of legal processes should engage

intensely with the community so there is a greater sense of public trust and an understanding
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of how planning processes are working for the overarching community’s benefit. Therefore,
citizens must pay attention and take care during periods of institutional reform so they can
agree on which processes should require integrated planning and which scenarios may allow if
not necessitate more objective and time efficient decision-making. This political process
towards institutional design is then the mechanism in which citizens can engage most
effectively with development decisions. However, as each development project is unique, so is
a community’s response. Delineating which cases demand which mechanisms of engagement
is sticky, but in a localist perspective, it is up to each community, region, or state to decide how
to design their governance structures. In this sense, a localist superstructure overarches all
planning decisions even if a particular development does not engage heavily in public
discourse.

Secondly, when governing bodies are highly susceptible to the sentiments of their local
communities, it can be more difficult to make decisions oriented towards the common good. It
is a common occurrence for politicians to change their rhetoric and decision making close to
an election, which can frustrate other government agencies who had put much thought and
effort into a project. Striking a balance between a steady hand and being in-tune with public
sentiment is a difficult task. In the PB&J Properties Apartment Complex case (Case 4), the city
council was intensely aware of public sentiment despite the developers working closely with
planning bodies to create a safe site plan that would serve the greater Clarksville area and the
immediate community. Without making a judgment on what was the right call, the city council
was able to overturn the planning commission’s recommendation based off of local sentiment
making this process more volatile and possibly more dependent on political cycles.

While both of these are obstacles to good community development and planning, it is
not impossible to take them into consideration. Governance that is fundamentally devoted to
democratic principles and the autonomy of its citizens will understand that the complexity of
these decisions is a part of the democratic process. Every community must weigh the tradeoff

localism presents: speed for legitimacy.

4.7 The Importance of Localist Planning

These studies reiterate the foundational nature of governing institutions and how local
voices can obstruct or improve development planning. Designing systems that integrate a
representative group of community voices into the planning process can help align

development decisions with the needs and the desires of local residents. Alternatively, systems
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that rely too heavily on local sentiment or do not consider the community during engagement
can result in failing projects either on the planning side or during implementation.

Moving into a localist framework for community engagement will be arduous and time
consuming, but community buy-in not only into individual projects but into the entire
governance system will reap long-term rewards. Strong public trust in institutions eases
tensions in the long-run since locals are more willing to believe that public and private actors
are on their side. However, this means that institutions and developers have to prioritize
community involvement and acceptance. Ultimately, building a planning process on the
Welcome Principle as defined by Andrew Stables (2019) can help inform planning decisions
and ensure that communities are engaged in these processes. This includes the caveat that
community’s may not make the best decision in terms of economic growth or community
development, but their autonomy is a critical factor to a good and functioning democratic
society.

As localist planning strategies develop, the insights provided by this research can help
practitioners understand the dynamics of local systems and the goals their processes should

endeavor towards. The broader implication of these findings is explored in the conclusion.
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Conclusions

This research explored six recent cases of NIMBY labeled resistance in the State of
Tennessee and applied a localist lens to their methods and motivations. Instead of accepting
the pejorative label, I was able to examine community integration and stakeholder dynamics
by asking three interrelated questions:

1. Which factors contribute to the successful integration of community concerns in

development projects facing resistance?

2. What roles do local institutions play in mitigating or amplifying conflict?

3. Can a typology be developed to categorize the institutional responses to local

resistance?

The most prominent factor indicating the potential for community dialogue and
negation was relational proximity between the stakeholders. This factor is determined by the
organization of the developing and institutional stakeholders. When a developer is locally-
based in the area where the project is being planned, their reputation is more salient in
negotiation discussions. If they do not maintain a positive relationship with the community,
they risk alienating their client base. This would be detrimental to their business. If the
institutional body holding decision-making power over the project is an elected office, they are
accountable to their constituents to make decisions in their best interest. These officials must
balance community resistance with overarching local goals but the election cycle will be an
ever-present pressure on their decision-making process.

Relational proximity makes these stakeholders more willing to negotiate with
community resistance, but it does not give the local resistance movement any determinative
power. The social pressure they possess, especially if they are largely successful at organizing
a large coalition, can persuade powerful stakeholders but it does not guarantee success. Other
factors such as the legal framework for planning decisions, zoning regulations in that area, and

how great the potential net benefit of the project is will also influence planning bodies.
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As local institutions are the mediators of power, they can provide a meaningful place
for project stakeholders to engage with one another. Town or city councils, regional planning
bodies, and area zoning boards provide a relatively neutral place for developers and local
residents to air their grievances, make their arguments known, and hopefully, negotiate. Some
of the success of these negotiations is dependent upon the individual personalities involved,
yet, institutions can provide a framework for engagement that promotes collaboration instead
of conflict. Institutionally mediated public meetings are a common and traditional method of
engagement. The presiding governing body sets-up a neutral and controlled environment for
the debate and is responsible for ensuring that all parties stay civil.

In situations where local institutions are not aligned with local residents, however, this
method can amplify conflict as residents must resort to more extreme measures to feel like their
voices are heard. Insults or yelling at public meetings can occur if the institutional body does
not retain tight control of the proceedings. Additionally, if locals have enough resources, they
can stall project decisions and implementation via lawsuits if they feel like the institutional
bodies acted illegally or immorally. Even if they do not win, this breaks down public trust and
makes future development planning more difficult.

Institutions, therefore, have the difficult mandate to maintain objectivity and fairness
while also cultivating a sense of community and concern for locals. Two goals which often feel
in direct opposition to one another. Clarity of vision and transparency in process are two ways
in which institutions can try to balance these two forces.

While initially interested solely in the institutional response to local resistance, three
categories of methods used by all different actors were identified. Firstly, institutions and
developers could use performative methodological practices to imitate dialogue without
integrating this feedback into the planning process. Online comment boards by planning bodies
and open house meetings by developers were examples. While it is certainly possible that these
methods of engagement could inform developers or institutions, these served to inform but not
to necessarily create meaningful change to planning in and of themselves.

Secondly, all stakeholders could engage in dialogic practices. These instigate and
moderate discourse between stakeholders which outcomes that can influence the project plan.
Public meetings moderated by an institution, as discussed in the previous section, was the
primary way that stakeholders could interact freely and meaningfully. Since the presiding
institutional body’s decision was binding, these meetings could be efficacious at negotiating

between local and developing stakeholders.
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Thirdly, local resistance and developers could engage in combative practices. These are
last resort practices to obstruct a project after direct negotiation or dialogue via a planning body
fails. In these case studies, lawsuits were the main vehicle of combative resistance but other
practices could include disruptive protest at construction sites or reputation smearing
campaigns. Regardless of what action is taken, trust and civility between stakeholders is
degraded to the point that collaboration is almost impossible.

These findings, in conjunction, suggest that community engagement is less about
NIMBY sentiment and more dependent on the relational and institutional dynamics that shape
dialogue. When institutions create a space for transparent dialogue and developers are
committed to building community trust, negotiation with the local community towards a
common goal can be successful. However, when institutions do not engage with local
stakeholders or only through distant, informative channels, there is a greater risk that local
resistance will take more violent approaches to obstruct a project, which undermines public
trust and development goals.

This research is limited regardless of methodology since each community has slightly
different and unique characteristics. Making general claims will not fit perfectly into every
community, but can help provide a frame of reference for future work in local development.
Since these cases are all located in the Southern United States, communities are particularly
tight-knit, individualistic, and predisposed to resisting change, especially change initiated by
outside forces, which makes building public trust a consistent challenge. Localities that have a
different governance structure or community culture will have to adapt their integrative
approaches to the local context.

Relying on publicly available information may have simplified or even misrepresented
stakeholder views and positions. Without authentication via in-person interviews, this
information was regarded as truthful but it is necessarily missing some nuances in stakeholder
sentiment. Information was gathered through local news sources and publicly available
institutional documentation, so the order of events and project outcomes are accurate.
However, exploring more deeply into the inter-stakeholder dynamics and the tensions between
NIMBY resistance and developers will require first-hand contact with those individuals

This research complements previous literature such as Muia (2023) who claims clear
design in project planning is key to successful outcomes. In the only successful case study
presented, a clear, well-accepted goal for better mental healthcare in the Moccasin Bend Area

was foundational for discussing the siting of a new mental health facility. The communities
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involved were able to negotiate well with power holders because they were all moving towards
the same positive outcome; the exact path toward that goal was the only thing up for debate.

Place identity was also woven in to all of these case studies. Devine-Wright (2009)
discussed the important of place attachment in local development concerns and the intensity of
local resistance. In all of these cases, local character changes were cited as a reason to oppose
the project even if it was not the main concern. Overall, locals want a say in how their
environment and local context is shaped since they are relationally defined by where they live.
Often in rural or less-urban contexts, residents expressed that they did not want to lose the
home-town feel of their neighborhood.

This also ties into Esaisson’s (2014) proposition that protest motivations are personal
but may be reframed to more socially acceptable reasons. The development challenged the
context they knew and threatened their perception of home. A simple disliking of the project
was not enough to displace the benefit that it could potentially provide to the community, so
oppositional movements had to argue for environmental or safety reasons as well. Both kinds
of reasoning, logical and sentimental, are valid reasons why someone may not want a new
development in their neighborhood and these reasons often overlapped with one another. The
interconnected of this reasoning is perhaps one reason why local resistance is often so intense.

Future research should examine a wider range of development projects and their
resistance. Especially interesting research would explore resistance in the rural context where
local opposition may have more difficulty organizing and institutional dynamics are more
administrative than representative. It would be fruitful to compare urban and rural forms of
local opposition to examine which methods of community engagement are most successful and
if there are opportunities to learn from each context.

Additionally, a more interdisciplinary approach that combines psychology,
communications, and political science could illuminate more completely the ties between
community trust, methods of engagement, and governance structures. Concerning the
methodology, my research was qualitatively-focused, but quantitative analyses could find more
correlations and connections between cases labeled as NIMBYism that could help identify
additional factors that predict project success. Given the increasingly complex nature of
development projects, understanding the process from various perspectives could help local
development practitioners construct better planning and engagement strategies.

While planning process are currently in an approval-resistance-negotiation cycle,
developing planning practices that begin with local collaboration would be an insightful

experiment. It could help design other development planning practices that consider localist
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values such as the welcome principle, community integration, and building public trust and
identity. An experimental form of research that initiated collaborative planning and followed
the project’s development through completion and afterward could test participative planning

theories and adjust them to real world experiences.
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