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INTRODUCTION 
 
This document is intended to assist the TDR Task Force in making a recommendation to 
Knox County Commission, relating to whether a TDR program should be developed 
within Knox County.  In making this decision the bottom line is whether you believe the 
benefits out weigh the obstacles or vice versa.  As a result, the document has been 
organized in this manner, summarizing the benefits, summarizing the obstacles, and 
listing three alternative recommendations.  Please note, the benefits and obstacles and 
recommendations were discussed by the task force at the last meeting. 
 
We are anticipating that the Task Force will vote to forward one of these three 
recommendations found at the end of this document.  When the task force has a 
recommendation, staff will then develop a report utilizing materials from past meetings to 
support the task force’s recommendation. 
 
BENEFITS 
 
Preservation of Resources - A TDR program could provide a tool to conserve various 
resources that some communities and interests see as valuable assets, including: 

 Farms, particularly larger networks of contiguous agricultural land in the Rural 
Areas (outlined in the Growth Policy Plan) 

 Ridges, particularly those formed by extremely steep slopes with narrow ridge lines 
(for example, the complex of  the upper portions of  McAnnally Ridge and 
remaining sections of House Mountain) 

 Selected watersheds (for example, portions of the French Broad and Beaver Creek 
watersheds).  

 Historic and archeological resources, particularly rural ones such as farm houses 
and outbuildings where their setting and context to the surrounding landscape is 
significant.  

 
No Added Tax Burden - There is no added tax burden on the community for preserving 
land. 

 Because the development rights are being sold and transferred, there may be little or 
no loss in tax generation in comparison to purchasing a resource in fee as a public 
open space or in purchasing the development rights of a farm where no more 
intense development happens elsewhere.  

 Unless the County wanted to have a start-up fund to purchase development rights in 
starting a TDR bank, no tax dollars would have to be allocated for funding (in other 
words, the TDR can, as in the case of Montgomery County, MD be tied to 
conventional transfers of property and recorded by deed). 

 
Balance of Economic Growth and Preservation of Resources – TDR allows for growth 
and economic development. 
 
Another Conservation & Development Tool - TDR could be another tool in realizing the 
objectives of a sector plan, directing growth away from areas that the community wants 
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protected while allowing higher intensity growth in areas that citizens agree could more 
easily accommodate development.   
 
Provides for Compensation & Voluntary Participation - Participation in a TDR program 
is voluntary; developers/land owners in the receiving and sending areas decide whether or 
not they want to participate in the program.  TDR program offers a means to compensate 
land owners who want to conserve and sell their development rights.  A TDR program 
also provides compensation for down zoning. 
 
Compensation for down zoning of Agricultural (A) land would be possible. Not all 
Agricultural (A) land should be considered for down zoning, probably only land which 
has prime and locally important agricultural soil. Like other American communities, two 
types of agricultural zoning could be considered here in Knox County: one for rural 
residential settings, another for prime farm-related lands. TDR could be used in the latter 
case.  
 
Smart Growth - The intensity of development in a receiving area can be set as part of a 
sector plan, based upon the land capability and infrastructure to sustain development. On 
the low intensity end of the scale, some communities have created walkable villages and 
hamlets in rural areas, while protecting farm resources. Toward the other end, particularly 
at points of major transportation systems, housing density and office/commercial 
intensity could be higher.  TDR could encourage some growth into areas that are better to 
equipped for growth with adequate infrastructure. 
 
“Density Neutral” Aspects – There would be no added density within a program area, 
meaning that the densities are just shifted and the net result would see the same density 
over the larger program area.  However, the density would be shifted to that are more 
suitable to accommodate development. 
 
OBSTACLES 
 
Education - An extensive public education program would be necessary to enable 
residents, developers and decision makers to understand the details associated with a 
TDR program.   
 
Complexity of Administration - The administration of the program could be complex and 
would likely involve staffing resources that are not necessarily in place. An approach to 
use existing property transfer systems (recording deeds for development rights and 
conservation easements) may be less cumbersome and costly than the creation of TDR 
bank in which development rights are bought and sold via the bank.   
 
Resistance to Added Density - Residents may not be receptive to receiving added density 
within their communities.  Receiving area interests would have to be brought into the 
process to discuss a variety of factors: how much additional density is being proposed, 
would it be used for higher intensity in office or commercial uses, and what would be the 
infrastructure improvements to support the changes?  
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Political Resolve - Historically, there does not appear to be the political resolve and 
commitment needed to develop a successful TDR program. A key to the success of a 
TDR program is to have the legislative body to strictly adhere to adopted plans without 
enabling re-zonings that are contrary to a plan. 
 
Housing Market - Presently, there may not be strong development pressure in the county 
that would be needed to successfully implement a TDR program.  In other words, a 
market must exist whereby developers would be willing to purchase additional 
development rights. Changes in policy may be needed to create incentives to purchase 
development rights (for example, establishing a base density for low density residential 
development whereby if higher density is desired, development rights must be purchased 
from the farm or other sending area interest).  The impact of how densities are assigned 
to residential districts would have to be revisited and require possible sector plan and 
zoning code changes. 
 
In addition, housing markets are different across the county and the program may not be 
utilized equally throughout the county. Because potential receiving areas and sending 
areas are not likely to be balanced equally throughout the county, perceptions may have 
to be overcome that one area is not benefiting or being unduly impacted by the program. 
This might be overcome by having a policy that the development rights from sending 
areas in one sector have to used in the receiving area(s) in that sector.   
 
General Rezonings - In order to create a demand general rezonings would likely be 
required, this would entail down-zoning properties in a potential receiving area would 
likely be needed.  Historically, Knox County has not undertaken general rezonings. 
 
A general rezoning that would entail down-zoning Agricultural (A) properties in a 
potential receiving area would likely be needed.  Historically, Knox County has not 
undertaken general rezonings and, even with the compensation that would be 
forthcoming under a TDR program, careful explanation of the program would be needed. 
 
Timing - The horse may have truly left the barn:  at one dwelling unit per acre, a formula 
for down zoning at a rate to sustain a reasonable size farm (variously described as about 1 
unit per 25 acres by some Federal and State agricultural scientists) may be difficult to 
achieve.  
 
Not a Plan - Potential receiving areas and sending areas may not be equally distributed 
throughout the county, causing alarm in some quarters.  There currently is not a 
comprehensive plan that illustrates where sending areas and receiving areas should be 
located. 
 
Revision of the Growth Policy Plan - The incorporated areas of Knoxville and Farragut 
are not included in this analysis (some members of the task force felt that they should be 
included). Some land within Knoxville or Farragut or areas within their Urban Growth 
Boundary may make good receiving areas since they already contain infrastructure 
(examples include roads, sewer, parks, and schools) and are located at strategic points in 
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the landscape (interchange areas). A multi-jurisdictional agreement/mechanism may be 
needed to have a TDR program that transcends two or three political entities. 
 
Implications to Zoning Code, General Plan & Growth Policy Plan – For example, if a 
receiving area were to be a new town center at major highway intersections, a revision to 
the sector plan and a new zoning code (allowing higher residential density under a TND 
option) may be necessary.  The General Plan may have to be modified to address how 
densities are assigned to residential districts.  In addition, Growth Policy plan would need 
to be revisited to allow for densities in the Growth Plan’s defined Rural Area. 
 
The growth policy agreement between the county, city and town of Farragut expired in 
December of 2008; an update of the Growth Policy Plan could include areas that could be 
potential sending and receiving areas. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The task force recommends either A, B, or C: 
 

A. The task force recommends that Knox County pursue the establishment of a 
Transfer of Development Rights program.   

 
We believe the obstacles listed above are worth overcoming to give our 
community another tool to preserve community resources. 

 
Next Steps: 
 Decide on extent of program (East County – French Broad could be a pilot 

area) 
 Hire a consultant who specializes in TDR to offer advice on market potential 

and administration (for example, use of a TDR bank) 
 
B. The task force recommends that Knox County pursue the establishment of a 

Transfer of Development Rights program at a time when the Growth Policy 
Plan for Knox County, the City of Knoxville, and the Town of Farragut is 
updated. 

 
We believe that some of the obstacles listed above can be overcome by updating 
the Growth Policy Plan.  We feel that when updating the plan the establishment of 
a TDR program should be an integral component. 

 
Next Steps: 
 Initiate Growth Policy Plan Update  
 Hire a consultant who specializes in TDR to offer advice on market potential 

and administration (for example, use of a TDR bank) 
 
C. The task force recommends that Knox County should not pursue the 

establishment of Transfer of Development Rights program at this time. 
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We believe the obstacles listed are too insurmountable do not recommend the 
establishment of Transfer of Development Rights program at this time.  There are, 
however, alternative conservation tools that should be pursued. 
 
Currently there are resources for conserving land, but they can be utilized without 
a TDR program: 
• Knoxville-Knox County Growth Policy Plan designates a rural area and a 

Planned Growth Area.  Policies include conservation of rural assets while 
directing moderate intensities of development to the Planned Growth Area. 

• The Farm and Ranch Land Protection program, enabling federal (50%) 
matching grant to purchase development rights of farmers. 

• “Greenbelt Law”, offering a reduction of property taxes as long as farm and 
forestry practices continue. 

• Legacy Parks Foundation, Foothills Land Conservancy and Tennessee Land 
Trust have conservation programs (including potential purchasing ability and 
holding conservation easements) 

 
Next Steps: 
 Better utilize existing preservation tools 
 Consider funding matching grant for farm and open space conservation. 

 


