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1INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND

1
The Chattanooga Hamilton County Regional Planning Agency (CHCRPA, 

or RPA for short) divided Hamilton County into twelve geographic 
areas as part of the County-wide Comprehensive Plan (Renewing 

Our Vision). The southern portion of the Walden’s Ridge Plateau Area 
Plan (Area 7) is the focus of this plan and extends from the southern 
end of Signal Mountain northeast to North Chickamauga Creek, but 
excludes the incorporated towns of Signal Mt. and Walden. This 
Area Plan is intended to guide the sustainable growth of the 
community and inform decisions on future development and 
supporting infrastructure. An emphasis on “placemaking” is 
paramount to this plan because Walden’s Ridge is a unique 
and beautiful place in Hamilton County and develop-
ment sensitive to its environment will aid in preserv-
ing its unique sense of place.

This plan acknowledges that Walden’s Ridge Pla-
teau will experience growth just as the rest of 
Hamilton County. The municipalities of Signal 
Mt. and Walden are largely built out. The 
combination of desirable schools, current 
development entitlements, the advance-
ment of alternative wastewater treat-
ment systems, and related issues will 
continue to place pressure on the 
unincorporated areas of Walden’s 
Ridge. There is an opportunity, 
however, to manage this inev-
itable growth and minimize 
its impact on the character 
of Walden’s Ridge.

INTRODUCTION 
& BACKGROUND

AERIAL VIEW OF STUDY AREA

The Towns of Signal 
Mountain and Walden 

are screened back on this 
map because they are not 

part of this study.
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HISTORICAL OVERVIEW
The entirety of Walden’s Ridge is just over 70 
miles long and it marks the eastern edge of the 
Cumberland Plateau. The ridge is also an es-
carpment, and its dramatic and sudden change 
of elevation is highly visible from the Tennessee 
River valley near Chattanooga. The southern 
end of Walden’s Ridge is known as Signal Moun-
tain due to its use by Cherokee and Creek native 
American tribes, and later Civil War troops, to 
signal messages between it and Lookout Moun-
tain to the south.

Besides its early use in long distance commu-
nication, Walden’s Ridge was also known for 
its coal. The Sewanee Coal seam runs primar-
ily along the Middle Creek watershed and was 
mined for decades before the mines were finally 
abandoned. In the late 19th century, Walden’s 
Ridge became an escape for Chattanooga fami-
lies fleeing from outbreaks of cholera and yellow 
fever. The creeks, springs, and cool mountain air 
were a welcome refuge from the crowded city 
and valley below.

Several communities emerged on Walden’s 
Ridge, from Fairmount to Summertown. The 
Town of Signal Mountain was incorporated 
in 1919 and grew around the Signal Mountain 
Inn—a resort established in 1913. The area’s only 
other town, Walden, grew out of the Summer-

town community and was incorporated in 1975. 
The rest of Walden’s Ridge south of North Chick-
amauga Creek remains unincorporated.

Sources:
“Walden’s Ridge History Topic For Guild”
chattanoogan.com
Friday, October 17, 2008

“The History of Signal Mountain”
signalmountain.gov

“The Sewanee Coal Seam, Walden’s Ridge and Development”
Anthony Wheeler

“Chattanooga History: People of varied backgrounds helped grow 
Walden’s Ridge”
Chattanooga Times Free Press
February 6, 2011
Joseph Petree

HOW TO USE THIS PLAN
The recommendations in this plan are based on 
an analysis of existing conditions, community 
input, and sound planning principles. This Area 
Plan should be used by property and business 
owners, developers, agencies, and elected and 
appointed officials. It should guide decisions on 
future development, infrastructure, and com-
munity facilities to ensure growth supports the 
vision of the community. The plan is not law, 
however, and should be considered a living doc-
ument and should be revisited as demographic 
and market conditions change. 

“So it happened that I went to Walden’s Ridge 
for my last week in Tennessee, and have ever 

since thanked my stars — as New England 
Christians used to say, in my boyhood — for 

giving me the good wine at the end of the feast.”

-Bradford Torrey, “A Week on Walden’s Ridge”, The Atlantic, May 1895
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PLANNING PROCESS
The area plan for the unincorporated areas of 
Walden’s Ridge was created through a simple 
four-step planning process.

UNDERSTAND

Available data related to the project was inven-
toried and analyzed to determine how it might 
affect or inform planning (see Chapter 2 Re-
search & Analysis).

PLAN

A public workshop approach informed the 
planning effort. An initial public workshop 
gathered input on the community’s vision. A 
second meeting was held where initial recom-
mendations in the form of a Framework Plan 
were presented for input. After the presentation, 
participants were invited to study the Frame-
work Plan up close and ask questions or provide 
additional input (see Public Input Recap on the 
following page).

REFINE

Following the Plan phase, this document was 
produced, which includes a summary of the 
planning effort and, most importantly, the final 
recommendations for the future of the unin-
corporated areas. After review by the Steering 
Committee, the draft plan was presented to the 
public for final input.

IMPLEMENT

After the Draft Plan Presentation, final revisions 
were made based on input received to produce 
the final Plan intended to provide guidance on 
future growth in the unincorporated areas of 
Walden’s Ridge.

UNDERSTAND

PLAN

REFINE

IMPLEMENT
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PUBLIC INPUT RECAP
Public input is cucial in any planning process. 
An overview of each engagement event follows. 
Gaining perspective on a place from those that 
live and move through it every day helps outside 
experts as they craft concepts and recommen-
dations. There were several opportunities for the 
public to provide input and feedback on ideas 
in a variety of forms. Making everyone happy 
was not the goal, but rather to reach consensus 
on the future of Walden’s Ridge. An overview of 
each engagement opportunity follows.

KICK-OFF

In the spring of 2022, a spirited kick-off meeting 
was held at the Walden Town Hall as part of a 
multi-day reconnaissance visit. The purpose of 
the meeting was to explain the purpose and pro-
cess of the planning effort. Initial input was also 
gathered, which led to an additional focus group 
meeting due to the concern for lack of repre-
sentation from residents in the unincorporated 
areas. A summary input received at the kick-off 
meeting is included in an appendix to this plan.

FOCUS GROUP MEETINGS

During the kick-off trip, a series of focus group 
meetings were held following a meeting with 
the Steering Committee. Meetings were or-
ganized according to common interest and 
included meetings with Developers/Builders/
Design Professionals, Government Agencies, 
and Citizens. Following input from the Kick-off 
Meeting, an additional meeting was organized 
by volunteers in the unincorporated areas and 
held virtually. A summary of all meetings is 
included in an appendix to this plan.

PUBLIC OPINION SURVEY

In addition to in-person engagement, a public 
opinion survey was conducted prior to the initial 
workshop. The survey covered a variety of top-
ics including recent and current development, 
future development, environmental issues, and 
mobility. The results of the survey are included 
in an appendix to this plan.

A public Kick-off meeting was held at Walden Town Hall to intro-
duce the project and solicit initial input (left). Following the Kick-off, 
a public opinion survey was conducted that garnered over 500 
responses (above). 

SURVEY PARTICIPATION

47% Unincorporated Walden’s Ridge

30% Signal Mountain

22% Walden

1% Elsewher
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At the beginning of the Planning Workshop, 
the analysis of existing conditions and results 
of the public opinion survey were summarized 
for attendees (top). At the conclusion of the 
presentation attendees were invited to provide 
additional input at six issue-based interactive 
stations (above and left).

PLANNING WORKSHOP

A public planning workshop was held at the 
Walden’s Ridge Emergency Services station in 
Walden following the conclusion of the Under-
stand phase. The workshop included a presenta-
tion of what was learned during the Understand 
phase including the results of the public opinion 
survey. Following the presentation, participants 
were invited to visit six interactive stations and 
asked to share their ideas and priorities on land 
use and development character, mobility, com-
munity facilities, sustainability, as well as any 
other issues they wanted to share.

FRAMEWORK PRESENTATION

A Framework Plan with initial recommenda-
tions was created based on input received at 
the workshop. In the fall of 2022, the Framework 
Plan was presented to the public for feedback.

DRAFT PLAN PRESENTATION

After review of the Draft Plan document by 
Steering Committee, the Draft Plan was present-
ed to the community for review and input. The 
plan was then posted for a public review period.
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KEY THEMES
Based on input from the Kick-off meeting, public opinion survey, and Planning Workshop, the fol-
lowing key themes emerged:

Land Use & Development Character

Respect the rural character of the unincorporated areas by encouraging development 
that is designed in a manner to protect the sensitive natural features of Walden’s Ridge.

Sustainability

Adopt and enforce environmental policies to guide more sustainable development and 
protect and enhance Walden Ridge’s natural features.

Mobility

Improve access and connectivity on Walden’s Ridge while accommodating multiple 
modes of transportation.

Community Facilities

Ensure that community facilities can adequately serve the Walden’s Ridge community 
as development occurs.

The plan is organized according to these key themes, and the recommendations under each are 
intended to inform development decisions over the next twenty years.

Land Use & Development Character

• Preserve agricultural uses and promot-
ing agritourism

• Require deeper setbacks/natural buffers 
off main roads to development

• Establish tree protection and replace-
ment standards

• Building and landscape standards for 
new commercial development

• Updated stormwater and wastewater 
treatment standards

Sustainability

• Require larger open space set asides in 
new development

• Require geotechnical reports for new 
development

• Acquire environmentally sensitive lands
• Better enforcement of current environ-

mental standards
• Improve standards for stormwater man-

agement, tree preservation/replacement

Mobility

• Make improvements to Taft, Robert’s 
Mill, and the W for better access

• Add multi-purpose paths along major 
roads

• Ensure sidewalks in new development 
connect to regional sidewalk/trail net-
work

• Ensure streets in new development slow 
traffic

Community Facilities

• More passive recreational spaces (natu-
ral areas, trails, etc.)

• Provide additional fire and emergency 
services

• Acquire environmentally sensitive lands 
for public purpose

• Connections to complete the Cumber-
land Trail

TOP PRIORITIES FROM THE PLANNING WORKSHOP
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2RESEARCH
& ANALYSIS

Before developing the Town of Walden Plan, 
the consultant team conducted a study of 
existing conditions to understand oppor-

tunities and constraints to future growth better. 
In addition to studying the physical characteris-
tics of the study area, an assessment of demo-
graphic trends, development trends, and previ-
ous planning efforts was also completed. The 
following pages highlight these findings.

POPULATION, HOUSEHOLDS, 
AND AGE
Walden’s Ridge has been growing faster than 
Hamilton County on average. Between 2010 
and 2020, the population of Walden’s Ridge 
increased by 12% versus 9% in Hamilton County 
overall. While much of that growth has occurred 
in Signal Mt., the unincorporated area has in-
creased in population by 9% consistent with the 
County average. At the same time, the median 
age is trending younger and the total number of 
households is decreasing in the unincorporated 
areas. This likely reflects the number of families 
moving into these areas. Growth is expected to 
continue as the RPA estimates indicate popula-
tion in the 37377 area code to grow to 15,981 by 
2050. It could be greater given current develop-
ment trends.

POPULATION IN WALDEN’S RIDGE 
2010-2020

2010:  13,263 (Census)
2020:  14,881 (Census)

12% increase
(9% increase for the County over same period)

POPULATION CHANGE IN 
UNINCORPORATED AREAS       

2010-2020

2010:  3,721 (9,452 in Signal Mt. & Walden)
2020:  4,048 (10,833 in Signal Mt. &  Walden)

9% increase
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2050 ESTIMATED POPULATION 
FOR 37377 AREA CODE

5,981 (CHCRPA)

MEDIAN AGE IN 
UNINCORPORATED AREAS

43+/-

Trending younger than the rest of 
Walden’s Ridge

NUMBER OF HOUSEHOLDS IN 
UNINCORPORATED WALDEN’S 

RIDGE 2010-2020

2010:  1,363
2020:  1,191

13% decrease

Indicates a growing average household 
size (i.e. families)

EXISTING CONDITIONS 
ASSESSMENT
The following pages summarize the study of 
existing conditions in the unincorporated areas 
of Walden’s Ridge (south of North Chickamauga 
Creek). Data was collected from a number of 
sources including RPA, Hamilton County GIS 
Department, and the State of Tennessee’s LiDAR 
initiative. A set of maps illustrating the physi-
cal characteristics of the study area was then 
created.



9RESEARCH & ANALYSIS

Walden’s Ridge Plateau is aptly named due to 
its generally flatter terrain compared to the 
dramatic changes in topography at its edges, 
particularly the eastern and southern brows. 
The plateau, however, is hardly flat and fea-
tures significant topographic changes across its 
breadth many of which cradle the creeks and on 
the ridge. In addition to topographic challenges, 
the soils on the mountain are notoriously shal-
low, which also creates a challenge to develop-
ment, particularly as it relates to stormwater 
and wastewater treatment.

The primary waterbody on Walden’s Ridge 
is North Chickamauga Creek, which 
defines the northern boundary of the 
study area. Branches from Chickam-
auga Creek in the unincorporated 
areas include the Hixson, Seed 
Tick, Hicks, Roberts Mill, and 
Rocky. Other creeks in the 
area include Middle Creek 
and Falling Water Creek, 
which leads to the 
Falling Water Falls 
State Natural Area 
north of the Town 
of Walden.

NATURAL FEATURES:  TOPOGRAPHY AND WATER FEATURES
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The primary land use in the unincorporated 
areas of Walden’s Ridge is single-family resi-
dential. This specific land use exists in a variety 
of contexts from large farms to conventional 
subdivisions, the latter of which is the predomi-
nant pattern of development as of late. Commer-
cial uses do exist in the unincorporated area, 
but along Taft Highway in several clusters near 
intersections with Hollister Road and Corral 
Road with some sporadic non-residential uses 
in-between.

BUILT FEATURES:  LAND USE
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BUILT FEATURES:  DEVELOPMENT TRENDS

The RPA maintains a Development Trends Dashboard for all of Hamilton County (https://chcrpa.
org/project/development-trend-dashboards/). There are dashboards for Project Development Sta-
tus, Subdivision Plats, Building Permits, and Zoning Cases. The data dates back to 2006 and can 
searched by planning area, jurisdiction, County Commission or Council districts, year, and case 
type. The dashboards are a useful tool to study historical development patterns and identify useful 
trends. For the unincorporated areas of Walden’s Ridge, 2008 seems to be a key year as it is the year 
Signal Mt. Middle and High School opened and the sewer moratorium went into effect. The lack of 
access to sewer, the draw of the new school, and the availability of land in the undoubtedly led to 
the development pressure in the unincorporated areas. Some important development trends identi-
fied are as follows:

293
4% average increase     

per year

Biggest jump was 2017-21 
210

573
2% average increase     

per year

Biggest jump was 2021 
91

10

APPROVED LOTS 
SINCE 2008

APPROVED 
RESIDENTIAL 

PERMITS SINCE 2008

APPROVED           
NON-RESIDENTIAL 

PERMITS SINCE 2008

Screenshot of RPA’s Development Trends Dashboard that can be accessed at https://chcrpa.org/project/development-trend-dashboards/
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BUILT FEATURES:  DEVELOPMENT CHARACTER

The predominant development character in this area is buildings on large lots and mature stands 
of trees, which contributes to the area’s overall rural character. With that rural character also comes 
the occasional property that has not been kept up creating unattractive spots along some corridors. 
Recent development has more of a conventional residential subdivision character that can detract 
from the predominantly rural character of the unincorporated area, particularly if trees are com-
pletely cleared from a property and development occurs close to the primary corridors. Commercial 
areas along Taft Highway have a varying effect on the character of the area with typical roadside 
architecture, parking areas, and a few vacant buildings creating some unappealing spots along the 
corridor.

The character of the unincorporated areas varies widely from rural 
roads lined with mature trees (above); lots with vehicles or other 
equipment in front yards (top, right); to large estates (left middle); 
and new subdivisions (top, left) with suburban-style lots. The area 
also features several natural areas and trails, such as the Boston 
Branch trailhead on the edge of the North Chickamauga Creek 
Gorge State Natural Area (left).
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The largest community facilities in the unin-
corporated areas are actually two state natural 
areas, North Chickamauga Creek Gorge and 
Falling Water Falls, and Prentice Cooper State 
Forest. All three feature hiking trails includ-
ing a portion of the Cumberland Trail. Most 
community facilities featuring structures are 
located within the town limits of Signal Mt. 
and Walden. This includes parks, municipal 
buildings, schools, and emergency services. 
Walden Ridge Emergency Services station 2 is 
located in the unincorporated area on Sawyer 
Road near the intersection of Sawyer and 
Tuckahoe Pass. Walden’s Ridge is served 
by two elementary schools, a middle 
school, and a high school. According 
to Hamilton County Schools, Nolan 
elementary school is over capacity 
with very little room to expand 
and Thrasher elementary 
school is just under capacity. 
Signal Mt. middle and high 
schools are currently un-
der capacity and that 
campus has room 
to expand in the 
future. The Schools 
Facilities Plan calls 
for an upgrade 
at Thrasher that 
would accommo-
date an additional 
400 students.

BUILT FEATURES:  COMMUNITY FACILITIES
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Most properties in the unincorporated areas 
are zoned A-1, which permits agricultural uses 
and single-family residential with a maximum 
density of two dwelling units per acre. The sec-
ond most common zoning is R-1, which permits 
single-family residential at a base density of 
two dwelling units per acre for traditional septic 
systems and higher density for development 
that utilizes a decentralized wastewater treat-
ment system (e.g. on-site sewer). A portion of 
the area north of Walden’s Town Limits known 
as Fairmount and a few other sporadic lo-
cations to the north have an R-2A zoning 
designation, which permits single-family 
and two-family dwellings, including 
manufactured homes. C-2 commer-
cial zoning is limited to portions of 
Taft Highway, Fairmount Road, 
and Sawyer Road. In addition to 
a wide variety of commercial 
and non-residential uses, 
these areas permit sin-
gle-family dwellings, in-
cluding manufactured 
homes.

REGULATIONS AND POLICY:  ZONING
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REGULATIONS AND POLICY:  PAST PLANNING EFFORTS

The most recent planning effort specific to the unincorporated areas of Walden’s Ridge occurred in 
1997. The future land use plan from that study carved out areas of steep slopes and sensitive areas 
like Prentice Cooper State Forest and the North Chickamauga Creek Gorge State Natural Area for 
preservation. The remaining unincorporated area was envisioned as low-density residential de-
velopment. It should be noted that the plan also envisioned the extension of sewer in two phases 
terminating at the county line north of Corral Road. This extension never occurred and given the 
current sewer issues in Hamilton County, the extension may never occur, but certainly not in the 
near future.

In 2016, Hamilton County adopted its countywide Comprehensive Plan is the overarching document 
that sets the broad vision for future development. The plan includes a Development Sector Map 
with sectors ranging from “protected” to level 5. The unincorporated areas are designated as Level 1 
and 2, which acknowledges the rural character of Walden’s Ridge and moderately developed areas.

The 1997 Walden’s Ridge Plan was the last plan devel-
oped specific to Walden’s Ridge (left). The 2016 County 
Comprehensive Plan lays the groundwork for updating 
that Area Plan through its Development Sector Map 
and broad planning policies (above).
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Connectivity. The terrain of Walden’s Ridge has 
largely determined the roadway network on the 
mountain. The lack of connectivity is a result of 
this, which forces traffic to fewer streets.
Access. Access to Walden’s Ridge is essentially 
limited to Roberts Mill on the north, The W Road 
on the east, and Taft Highway (Hwy 127) on the 
north, and Signal Mt. Boulevard (Hwy 127) on the 
south. If any of these roadways are forced to be 
closed, it places greater stress on the other roads 
to serve the residents and businesses on the 
mountain.

Roadway Classification. Roadways are 
classified by function. Arterials, which 
are primary streets that carry the 
largest volume of traffic, are Taft 
Highway and Sawyer Road (Saw-
yer tees into Wilson Avenue 
in the Town of Walden and 
Wilson continues as an 
arterial to Wilson Pike). 
Corral, Shackleford, 
Timberlinks, and 
Palisades Roads 
function as collec-
tors which connect 
the remaining 
local streets to the 
arterials. In the un-
incorporated areas 
there have been 
nearly 600 vehicular 
crashes in the past three 
years and they have been con-
centrated primarily on Taft Highway 
at intersections with Corral and Anderson 
(several spots), as well as Roberts Mill and the 
intersection of Corral and Sawyer.

Pedestrian and Bicycle Network. It is really no 
surprise that the unincorporated areas fea-
ture no sidewalks along major roads given the 
historically rural character of the area. That 
stated, there are many recreational trails in the 
area and the increase in residents may support 
multi-purpose trails to improve mobility.

MOBILITY:  STREETS AND ROADWAYS
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REGULATIONS AND POLICY:  PAST PLANNING EFFORTS

The 1997 Walden’s Ridge Area Plan acknowledged access to the mountain and limited connectivity 
as an issue as the area grows. The plan called for connections between developments to improve 
connectivity; however, new developments have fallen short of this recommendation, in part due to 
topographic constraints. Regionally, a road was recommended to connect Shackleford Ridge Road 
to Timesville Road, but this largely impossible now due to topography and recent development 
along Shackleford Ridge in the vicinity of the proposed connection.

The 2040 Regional Transportation Plan, which is currently being updated, includes limited, but still 
important, improvements to the transportation network on Walden’s Ridge. $1.5 million has been 
allocated to maintenance improvements along Roberts Mill Road. Maintenance improvements to 
the W Road and the southern end of Highway 127 are also included in the plan, but no funding has 
been allocated at this point.

Plans such as the 1997 Walden’s Ridge Area Plan and the 2010 
Regional Bicycle and Pedestrian Plan are relevant to improvements 
on Walden’s Ridge, but the Regional Transportation Plan is where 
projects become reality. 
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KEY THEME
Respect the rural character of 
the unincorporated areas by en-
couraging development that is 
designed in a manner to protect 
the sensitive natural features of 
Walden’s Ridge.

PLACE TYPES

THE CHCRPA PLACE TYPES 
APPROACH

The Chattanooga-Hamilton County Regional 
Planning Agency (CHCRPA, or RPA for short) uti-
lizes a “Place Types” approach to land use policy 
in the County’s Area Plans. The agency has cre-
ated a palette of 20 Place Types to describe the 
various uses, forms, and character that develop-
ment can take throughout the County. The RPA’s 
Place Types Matrix (7/26/22) addresses a range 
of contexts from most urban to most rural. Each 
Place Type policy includes a general description, 
real world examples, recommended land uses, 
guidance on intensity and form, mobility, and 
infrastructure. The descriptions from the Place 
Types Matrix follow the Scenarios.

FRAMEWORK PLAN SCENARIOS

As summarized in chapter 1, most property in 
the unincorporated areas is zoned A-1 or R-1, 
which ensures entitlements for single-family 
residential development on half-acre lots or 
smaller if a decentralized wastewater treatment 
system is used. Current entitlements pose a 
threat to the character of the unincorporated 
areas if care is not taken in the design of new 
development. These scenarios were based on 
current development patterns as follows:

The minimum total size for most proposed de-
velopments has been five acres; and
Historically, the average lot size in new subdi-
visions is one acre in the unincorporated areas 
most likely due to soil conditions and individual 
septic systems;

As part of developing this plan, three potential 
build-out scenarios were considered. In develop-
ing and analyzing these scenarios, parcels were 
grouped by size (less than 5 ac., 5-10 ac., 10+ ac.) 
and parcels with severely constrained lands 
or an established development pattern were 
removed. The two scenarios that garnered the 
least support from the public are summarized 
on the following pages.

3LAND USE &
DEVELOPMENT
CHARACTER
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Business As Usual

In Scenario 1, the Countryside Residential Place 
Type is applied to the majority of property in the 
unincorporated areas. This Place Type supports 
single-family detached residential on ½ to 1 acre 
lots on traditional septic and less than ½ acre 
lots on a decentralized wastewater treatment 
system. Additionally, the Crossroads Place Type 
is applied to the existing and several potential 
commercial nodes along key corridors. The 
Preserve Place Type was applied to permanently 
protected lands.

This scenario largely reflects the current zoning 
entitlements in the unincorporated areas (pre-
dominantly A-1 and R-1). While it is unlikely that 
all potential lands in the unincorporated area 
will develop with 1 acre or fewer lots, a complete 

build-out under current conditions could yield 
up to nearly 21,000 additional residential lots 
in the unincorporated areas. Additionally, this 
scenario would perpetuate a sprawling form of 
development similar to recent developments in 
the area.

SCENARIO 1

Area Plan Boundary

Signal Mt./Walden 
Boundary

Waterbodies

Preserve

Countryside 
Residential

KEY

Crossroads

Established 
Residential

Natural Resources
Overlay
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Reaching for Rural

In Scenario 2, the Countryside Residential Place 
Type is applied to the majority of property in the 
unincorporated areas, but with different recom-
mendations on intensity of development. For 
areas that are currently zoned for agricultural 
uses, this scenario recommends single-family 
residential development on 2 acre minimum 
lots. For areas that are zoned for residential 
uses, this scenario recommends single-family 
residential development on 1 acre minimum 
lots. As in Scenario 1, the Crossroads Place Type 
is applied to existing commercial nodes along 
Taft; however, only one potential node was 
identified on Sawyer because the Countryside 
Residential Place Types envision residential 
development with much less intensity than 
Scenario 1.

First and foremost, new zoning districts would 
need to be created to implement this scenario. 
The current A-1 and R-1 zoning districts have 
the potential to permit a much greater intensi-
ty of development. If new zoning districts are 
created and the County rezoned the unincorpo-
rated areas to these new districts, it would be 
considered a downzoning resulting in +/- 80% 
reduction in current entitlements. This might be 
seen by some as a reduction in the value of their 
land. Others might consider the result of few-
er potential lots (+/- 4,500 new lots) as adding 
value. Regardless, 1 to 2 acre lots are not what 
is typically considered to be rural. A truly rural 
character features lots with 3 acres or more. 
Residential subdivisions with 1 to 2 acre lots 
may also perpetuate a sprawling form of devel-
opment.

SCENARIO 2

Area Plan Boundary

Signal Mt./Walden 
Boundary

Waterbodies

Preserve

KEY

Crossroads

Established 
Residential

Natural Resources
Overlay

Countryside 
Residential-2 ac. min.

Countryside 
Residential-1 ac. min.
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PROPOSED PLACE TYPES MAP

Area Plan Boundary

Signal Mt./Walden 
Boundary

Waterbodies

Preserve

Agricultural

Countryside 
Residential-2 ac. min.

Countryside 
Residential-1 ac. min.
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Rural Hybrid

Scenario 3 attempts to find a middle ground be-
tween the desire for rural conservation and cur-
rent zoning entitlements. It also seeks to intro-
duce a pattern of development that goes farther 
than conventional subdivisions in respecting 
the natural features and the character of the un-
incorporated areas. For areas that are currently 
zoned for agricultural uses, the Agricultural 
Place Type is applied, which promotes agricul-
tural uses, agritourism, and single-family resi-
dential development on 2 acre minimum lots. 
For areas that are currently zoned for residential 
uses, the Countryside Residential Place Type is 
applied allowing single-family residential devel-
opment with a recommended maximum densi-
ty of 1 dwelling unit per acre. Alternatively, the 
scenario includes a Conservation Development 
option for larger parcels (40+ acres) regardless 
of zoning to permit a variety of housing types 
with a gross density between 2 and 4 dwelling 
units per acre if there is a significant amount of 
open space set aside permanently (50%+) and a 
decentralized wastewater treatment system is 
installed. Similar to Scenario 1, the Crossroads 
Place Type has been applied to existing and pro-
posed nodes of commercial. A detailed descrip-
tion of Place Types follows this section.

Scenario 3 is the preferred scenario and was 
tweaked based on public input. Just like Sce-
nario 2, this approach requires the creation of 
new zoning districts to implement the planning 
policy. It also requires the creation of design 
standards to guide the implementation of the 
Conservation Development option and the 
Crossroads Place Type. While the recommended 
base density for residential development is less 
than current entitlements (+/- 4,500 potential 
new lots), the increased density and variety in 
housing type of the Conservation Development 
option (+/- 20,000 potential new lots) is less than 
current entitlements and can be an incentive 
in exchange for higher quality, more sensitive 
development. This scenario creates the oppor-
tunity for less intense development overall or 
more intense development that is clustered and 
designed in a manner that preserves natural 
features and minimizes visual impact.

SPOTLIGHT
AGRITOURISM

Agricultural tourism, or agritourism as 
it is commonly named, is a business 
that welcomes the public to visit and 
experience a working farm or ranch. 
These experiences can take the form of 
overnight or long term stays, tours, or 
classes on various agricultural-related 
practices. Agritourism is an immersive 
experience where visitors can enjoy 
the fruits of their labor in products they 
make on-site or farm-to-table meals 
they enjoy on-site. 

Agritourism can be an economic devel-
opment tool for rural areas that high-
lights all an area has to offer as well as 
provides a source of income for farmers 
and ranchers. Agritourism is one way 
that farmers and ranchers can preserve 
an agricultural heritage while also 
diversifying their business. While the 
benefits of agritourism are great, there 
is also a need to regulate the practice 
to ensure that the practice does not be-
come a burden on surrounding proper-
ties and the environment.
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PRIMARY USES

Undisturbed open space, visitors’ centers, nature 
centers, public parks, passive recreation, trails, 
cemeteries

SECONDARY USES

Historic structures, active recreation fields, ac-
cessory structures (such as private concessions, 
equipment storage)

LOCATION, SIZE, DENSITY

Street Location:  Typically local, but may located 
on any street type.
Size:  NA
Density:  0-1 du/ac
Block Pattern:  NA

SITE AND BUILDINGS

Building Coverage:  Building coverage is very 
low and limited to recreational support build-
ings (restrooms, visitor centers) or single-family 
homes.
Front Setbacks:  NA
Building Frontage:  NA
Building Orientation:  Buildings are sited to min-
imize disturbance to natural resources.
Building Height:  1-2 stories
Parking and Access:  Parking, access, and paving 
are sited to minimize disturbance of the site’s 
natural resources (waterways, topography, trees, 
culturally significant features).  

TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

Primary Modes:  Walking (wider sidewalks, 
shared use paths–10’ min 12’ preferred, shared 
streets); Biking (bike lanes, protected bike lanes, 

shared route, shared use paths, bike share–de-
pendent on residential and employment density, 
bicycle boulevards, shared streets)
Secondary Modes:  Auto (car share–dependent 
on residential density and employment density, 
private automobile)
Street Standards:  Internal streets are typically 
parkways or narrow lanes, rural roads or gravel 
paths.
Other Infrastructure:  NA

EXAMPLES IN WALDEN’S RIDGE

Prentice Cooper State Forest, North Chickamau-
ga Creek Gorge State Natural Area

PRESERVE PLACE TYPE

Preserves (PR) are typically large expanses of forest, floodplains and other natural resources, as well 
as public parks and recreation areas that have been set aside as places where general development 
is not allowed. Preserves may also include privately-owned land that is permanently protected 
by conservation easements and remains in a largely undeveloped state.  Some Preserves may be 
used for passive recreation, while others are largely off limits to human use due to sensitive natural 
resources or their remote location. Development and land disturbance within the Preserve is mini-
mized, to protect natural resources, and limited to cultural or educational uses.

Key Characteristics:



25LAND USE & DEVELOPMENT CHARACTER

PRIMARY USES

Agricultural fields and grazing pastures, eques-
trian facilities, accessory agriculture-related 
structures, forestry processes, agriculture-relat-
ed businesses (such as boarding stables, riding 
academies, agritourism-related facilities), farm 
stands, estate homes, single-wide manufactured 
homes

SECONDARY USES

Non-noxious and non-nuisance light industrial, 
accessory dwelling units (ADUs)

LOCATION, SIZE, DENSITY

Street Location:  Typically local, but may located 
on any street type.
Size:  2 acres
Density:  0-0.5 du/ac/up to 2 du/ac gross for con-
servation developments
Block Pattern:  N/A - Typically large properties 
with limited streets (see Conservation Develop-
ment for guidance on alternative patterns)

SITE AND BUILDINGS

Building Coverage:  0-10%
Front Setbacks:  NA/ Spacing between buildings 
may often be significant
Building Frontage:  NA
Building Orientation:  NA
Building Height:  1-2 stories–some utility or 
accessory structures (barns, silos) may exceed 3 
stories.
Parking and Access:  Vehicular access from the 
primary or secondary street.

TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

Primary and Secondary Modes:  NA

Street Standards:  Rural Streets and Avenues
Other Infrastructure:  Septic systems

EXAMPLES IN WALDEN’S RIDGE

Hidden Haven Farms

AGRICULTURAL PLACE TYPE

Agricultural Place Types are for the production of crops, the raising of livestock, forestry uses and 
processes, agricultural service businesses and supporting residences, and agritourism. They are 
typically larger properties in primarily rural areas.

Key Characteristics:
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PRIMARY USES

Single-family detached

SECONDARY USES

Single-family attached, non-commercial 
farming activities, accessory buildings (barns, 
greenhouses, etc.), manufactured homes, home 
occupations, accessory dwelling units (ADUs), 
short term vacation rentals, event facilities, golf 
courses

LOCATION, SIZE, DENSITY

Street Location:  Rural or Urban Minor Collector 
(subdivisions)
Size:  1 acre or greater
Density:  1 du/ac/up to 4 du/ac gross for conser-
vation developments
Block Pattern:  The road network is sparse, and 
streets are often winding and curvilinear.

SITE AND BUILDINGS

Building Coverage:  0-20%
Front Setbacks:  25 ft. or more
Building Frontage:  NA
Building Orientation:  Typically oriented to the 
street in subdivisions, but in more rural places 
building orientation is less relevant due to typi-
cally large setbacks.
Building Height:  1-2.5 stories
Parking and Access:  Driveways, in new subdi-
visions, that directly access collector or arterial 
streets are minimized to reduce potential traffic 
conflicts. Front, side, or rear parking location

TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

Primary Modes:  Auto 
Secondary Modes:  Walking (limited) - within 1/2 

mile of destinations; Biking (limited)  - within 
3 miles of  of destinations; pedestrian and bike 
amenities, when they exist, are typically walk-
ing trails or regional bike routes.
Street Standards:  Rural Streets and Avenues
Other Infrastructure:  Individual septic systems 
or decentralized wastewater treatment systems

EXAMPLES IN WALDEN’S RIDGE

Much of the unincorporated areas of Walden’s 
Ridge

COUNTRYSIDE RESIDENTIAL PLACE TYPE

Countryside Residential Place Types have a rural character and consist primarily of single-fam-
ily homes on large lots.  A few scattered subdivisions with smaller lots may be found in the area.  
Countryside Residential may include open fields, woodlands, and streams or lakes, as well as 
accessory buildings, such as barns and greenhouses.  Residences in this Place Type are typically on 
septic systems. Residences are generally further from key destinations than other residential Place 
Types therefore, a personal vehicle is needed to reach daily needs.

Key Characteristics:
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PRIMARY USES

Retail, restaurants, garden centers, personal ser-
vices, offices, gas stations, small markets

SECONDARY USES

Auto repair, landscape businesses, yard equip-
ment sales/rentals, small artisanal industry 
(such as studios, work spaces, bakeries, brewer-
ies, or other low impact production)

LOCATION, SIZE, DENSITY

Street Location:  Principal Arterial or Collector 
Typically limited to within 400 feet of an inter-
section
Size:  Gross area of less than 4 acres
Density:  Residential is ancillary to development
Block Pattern:  May or may not have a connect-
ed street pattern depending on context. Block 
length is typically 200–500 ft

SITE AND BUILDINGS

Building Coverage:  40-60%
Front Setbacks:  10-80 ft.
Building Frontage:  50-80%
Building Orientation:  Buildings are oriented to 
the street
Building Height:  1-1.5 stories
Parking and Access:  Parking locations vary 
(front/side/rear), but large parking lots (over 20 
spaces) are typically located to the side or rear. 
Vehicular access from the primary or secondary 
street. Curb cuts are limited in areas with side-
walks to avoid conflict with pedestrian traffic.

TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

Primary Modes:  Auto - (suburban) private auto-
mobile primary mode of transportation, (urban) 

balanced with other modes
Secondary Modes:  Walking - sidewalks, shared 
use path within 1/2 mile of intersection 
Biking - within 3 miles of intersection, bike 
lanes, protected bike lanes, shared route, shared 
use paths
Street Standards:  Avenues and Boulevards
Other Infrastructure:  Individual septic systems 
or decentralized wastewater treatment systems

EXAMPLES IN WALDEN’S RIDGE

Taft Highway and Corral Road

CROSSROADS PLACE TYPE

Generally four acres or less, Crossroads are smaller than Village Centers or Town Centers and are 
typically located in rural areas.  They often serve as gateways to adjacent neighborhoods.  Small-
er footprint buildings typically frame a single intersection of two arterials or collector streets, or 
extend a short distance from the intersection.  The cluster of businesses meets some of the daily 
needs of the immediate residents with small convenience stores, hardware stores, restaurants and 
other neighborhood-serving commercial uses.  Over time Crossroads may grow into the larger Vil-
lage Center.

Key Characteristics:
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NATURAL RESOURCES OVERLAY

The Natural Resources Overlay is not a Place Type in and of itself.  It is an Overlay on top of the 
underlying Place Type that identifies areas considered sensitive due to the presence of steep slopes, 
floodplains or wetlands. Unlike Preserves, sites within the Natural Resource Overlay are not pro-
tected from development by law. The purpose of the Natural Resources Overlay is to identify these 
sensitive areas so that they are given consideration for protection, or incorporated as amenities 
within new developments. Some of these sites are already developed. This designation does not 
mean development cannot expand in these areas; it merely identifies the location of floodplains, 
wetlands, and steep slopes.

If sites within a Natural Resources Overlay become legally protected through conservation ease-
ments or government purchases, they are then re-designated as Preserves. Ultimately, the under-
lying zoning of a property determines what can be built within a Natural Resources Overlay. When 
considering rezoning requests, this overlay supports concepts that balance development with pro-
tection of the environmentally sensitive resources. Densities are reflected by the underlying Place 
Type, but are adjusted based on the presence of sensitive resources. 

A variety of legal tools are available to protect natural resources, including conservation easements, 
land trusts, and park designations. Conservation-based subdivisions and Planned Unit Develop-
ments (PUDs) are recommended zoning tools for these areas because they allow the clustering of 
development in portions of the property to protect the sensitive natural resources in other loca-
tions. 
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COMMUNITY DESIGN

THE CHCRPA CENTERS AND 
CORRIDORS APPROACH

In addition to Place Types, RPA utilizes a “cen-
ters approach” in its planning to help prioritize 
where municipal investment is directed and 
development is envisioned to be concentrated. 
Likewise, RPA recognizes the number of ma-
jor transportation corridors in the County that 
connect centers and neighborhoods. For these 
major roads, RPA utilizes a “corridors approach” 
in its planning with an emphasis on revitaliz-
ing deteriorating development along them and 
providing opportunity for housing and other 
uses between centers. The unincorporated areas 
of Walden’s Ridge do not fit the typical definition 
of centers and corridors in more populous areas 
of the County or municipalities, but there are 
centers and corridors on Walden’s Ridge. The 
following sections are intended to provide ad-
ditional guidance on corridors, centers, as well 
as other elements of good design for rural, yet 
growing areas.

Corridors

With the lack of connectivity in the unincorpo-
rated areas, key roads tend to function as corri-
dors by carrying larger volumes of traffic. These 
corridors, such as Corral Road and Sawyer Road, 
are primarily lined with houses and farms. Taft 
Highway, on the other hand, is a corridor in the 
true sense of the word. It is the primary artery 
through the southern portion of Walden’s Ridge 
and is a state and federal route. Yet, other than 
a few clusters of businesses, development is 
limited to residential and a few institutional 
uses along Taft in the unincorporated areas. The 
vision is for existing clusters of businesses to 
revitalize into true Crossroad Centers over time 
(see below). In between these clusters of busi-
nesses, single-family residential will continue to 
be the primary land use; however, there are op-
portunities to frame the revitalized centers with 
a mix of slightly more intense housing types 
that blend seamlessly with the centers. On cor-
ridors other than Taft, the vision is to encourage 
new residential development to have a signifi-
cant separation distance from the road and to 
maintain existing mature stands of trees along 
the frontage of developments where possible.
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Crossroads Centers

Smaller centers, such as the cluster of business 
near the intersection of Taft Highway and Hol-
lister Road, are hubs of activity and can benefit 
from clear guidance should they redevelop or 
revitalize in the future. It is helpful to think of 
crossroads centers as akin to the country store 
that is often found at the intersection of key 
roads in rural communities. While the country 
store has slowly disappeared the need for goods 
and services in rural areas has not. Historic 
crossroads have transformed into small nodes 
containing convenience stores and dollar stores. 
The goods and services they provide are useful; 
however, the form and character of these new 
crossroads detracts from the rural character of 
the communities they inhabit. The fact that they 
are auto-oriented is understandable and ac-
ceptable; however, these centers often miss the 
opportunity to leverage their location for other 
uses, including housing that might not be suited 
to other locations along a corridor. Just because 
they are more auto-oriented than traditional 
neighborhood centers and downtowns, does not 
mean that other forms of mobility, like walking 
and biking, should be disallowed. There is an op-
portunity to reinvent the crossroads center for 
the 21st century with cues from their historical 
predecessors.

Conservation Residential

Conservation Residential is a form of a develop-
ment that prioritizes the preservation of natural 
features, agricultural land, and open space. In-
spired by Ian McHarg’s “Design with Nature” and 
popularized in the 1990’s by Randall Arendt’s 
“Rural By Design,” conservation development 
features a compact, interconnected form of de-
velopment ideally with a mix of housing types 
and occasionally a mix of uses. By utilizing a 
compact form of development there is an oppor-
tunity to preserve a large amount of open space 
in its natural state. Conservation development 
requires development regulations to govern 
proper design and may include incentives, such 
as increased density and an expedited approval 
process, to make it an attractive alternative to 
conventional sprawling subdivisions.

The typical approach to conservation devel-
opment design is to first identify all environ-
mentally sensitive site features and other open 
space and designate them as conservation 
areas. Next, the area best suited for development 
is identified. Ideally, the layout and orientation 
of lots compliment the preserved open space. 
Lastly, a system of roads and trails connects 
everything together. Conservation development 
has the potential to yield the same or more 
residential intensity on 30%-50% of the land 
meaning that 50%-70% of the site is preserved 
in its natural state. Given the inevitability of 
growth, this has an important positive impact 
on the environment and the rural character of a 
place. Conservation development is one way to 
manage growth.

The reinvented “country store” is a good example of type of use 
and building found in a Crossroads area (above). Conservation 
residential is aptly named as it seeks to conserve open space in its 
natural state (right).
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Natural features such as steep slopes are 
preserved

Formal greens, courtyards, and pocket parks 
fronted by buildings

Connected streets that also connect to 
surrounding development

Natural or planted buffer between main roads 
and proposed development

Mixture of housing types to meet a variety of 
housing needs

Internal sidewalks and trails that connect to a 
public sidewalk and trail network

CONSERVATION RESIDENTIAL ILLUSTRATIVE PLAN
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Better Subdivision Design

Conventional subdivision design is often 
characterized as suburban sprawl where large 
tracts of land are clear cut, mass graded, and 
developed with the same or similar lot sizes on 
dead end streets. These developments are often 
disconnected pods that feed into a few major 
corridors. While conventional subdivisions are 
one of the least efficient forms of development, 
the design of these neighborhoods can be better.

Fewer dead-end streets, unless forced by 
topography, allows for greater connectivity

When dead-end streets are necessary, 
include open space in the turnaround

Natural or planted buffer between main roads 
and proposed development

Limit tree clearing and require replacement 
trees when clearing occurs
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B

C

D

LARGE-LOT SUBDIVSION ILLUSTRATIVE PLAN
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CONVENTIONAL SUBDIVISION ILLUSTRATIVE PLAN
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RECOMMENDATIONS

 (0, 5, 20-YEAR TIMEFRAME)

DO THIS NOW

3.1 Adopt the Walden’s Ridge Place Types Map 
as the RPA’s official land use policy and 
use it to inform municipal decisions on 
development proposals.

3.2 Adopt a separation distance of 100 ft. 
minimum between major streets and 
lots within residential subdivisions with 
requirements to preserve mature tree can-
opy or plant an effective, natural buffer for 
new development.

3.2 Create a new Agricultural zoning district 
that lowers the base density to 0.5 dwell-
ing units per acre and permits agritourism 
uses with appropriate standards.

3.3 Create a new Residential zoning district 
that lowers the base density for sin-
gle-family residential development to 1 
dwelling unit per acre maximum.

3.4 Review development submittal require-
ments and determine if additional in-
formation is necessary from applicants 
to better review proposed development 
against the County’s policies and regula-
tions.

DO THIS WITHIN 5 YEARS

3.5 Consider conducting a fiscal impact and 
benefit analysis of the policies in this plan.

3.6 Develop Conservation Development stan-
dards to implement this option for large 
parcels zoned for agricultural or residen-
tial.

3.7 Develop design standards to guide new 
residential development

3.8 Develop design standards to guide new or 
revitalized commercial development.

3.9 Update current standards for stormwater 
management, steep slopes, and tree pres-
ervation/replacement to state-of-the-art 
best practices.

DO THIS WITHIN 20 YEARS

3.10 Develop a program whereby environmen-
tally sensitive lands can be purchased and 
preserved in their natural state for public 
use.

3.11 Review the land use policy in the Walden’s 
Ridge Area Plan every five years and 
adjust it as needed to reflect changes in 
community preference, market conditions, 
infrastructure, or other factors that could 
affect the quality of life.
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4
MOBILITY

KEY THEME
Improve access and connectiv-
ity on Walden’s Ridge while ac-
commodating multiple modes of 
transportation.

One might argue that only the car should 
be the focus of transportation recom-
mendations in the unincorporated areas 

of Walden’s Ridge. While the single-occupancy 
vehicle is, and will continue to be for the fore-
seeable future, the most used form of transpor-
tation on Walden’s Ridge, walking and biking 
should not be dismissed. The ability to walk and 
bike is just as important in the unincorporated 
areas as it is in more urbanized areas, though it 
may be more for recreation, exercise, or interac-
tion purposes.

ACCESS
Walden’s Ridge has three points of access from 
the valleys below, Highway 127 (Taft Highway/
Signal Mt. Blvd.), the W Road, and Roberts Mill 
Road. Despite ideas to create a new access road 
to the mountain that would connect to Suck 
Creek Road, these three existing thoroughfares 
will likely be the only access to the mountain 
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MOBILITY MAP

Area Plan Boundary

Signal Mt./Walden 
Boundary

Waterbodies

Multi-purpose Trail 
County

Multi-purpose Trail 
Municipality

Potential Multi-purpose Trail - 
Municipality

KEY

Potential Multi-purpose Trail/
Bike Route

Potential Multi-
purpose Trail
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in the foreseeable future. The focus, therefore, 
should be on improving these key roads and 
developing systems to ensure that multiple 
means of access are possible when one or more 
of these key roads are impassable.

CONNECTIVITY
Connectivity between neighborhoods is import-
ant for several reasons. When developments 
are connected to each other with appropriate 
streets, it allows for the dispersal of traffic. If 
there are multiple routes to move within and 
between communities, streets can be designed 
to be narrower, which naturally calms traffic. 
Connectivity between developments can also 
help ensure that emergency services such as 
police, fire, and ambulance services can quickly 
and easily reach residents in the event of an 
emergency.

MULTI-PURPOSE TRAILS
There are numerous public and private trails 
on Walden’s Ridge. A portion of the Justin P. 
Wilson Cumberland Trail, a state scenic trail, is 
located on Walden’s Ridge and, when complete, 
will link state parks and natural areas for 300 
miles. There is a great opportunity to build on 
the Cumberland Trail, the North Chickamauga 

Creek Gorge State Natural Area, Falling Water 
Falls State Natural Area, and the Prentice Cooper 
State Forest and improve access and connectiv-
ity between these assets for residents as well as 
visitors.

There is an opportunity to construct a 
multi-purpose trail that eventually connects 
from the Boston Branch Trailhead in the North 
Chickamauga Creek Gorge area to Signal Point 
just south of Prentice Cooper State Forest. The 
best path would be along key corridors includ-
ing Sawyer, Corral, and Taft Highway. The Town 
of Walden is currently applying for grants to 
fund a multi-purpose trail from heart of the 
Town to James Boulevard. The total distance 
of multi-purpose trail in the unincorporated 
areas would be over ten miles in this scenario 
and would have to be phased over a long peri-
od of time; however, it would not only connect 
residents to great natural assets, it would help 
connect residents to each other. Alternatively, 
a shorter distance trail along Sawyer into the 
Town of Walden could shave three miles off the 
total length, but would leave a large portion of 
the unincorporated disconnected for bikers and 
walkers. Other recommendations include study-
ing the addition of dedicated equestrian paths in 
Prentice Cooper State Forest.

The Federal Highway Adminis-
tration’s “Small Town and Rural 
Multimodal Networks” publication 
provides helpful guidance on the de-
sign and implementation of multimodal 
facilities for rural areas, such as the sidepath 
pictured above (image source: Federal Highway 
Administration).



RECOMMENDATIONS

(0, 5, 20-YEAR TIMEFRAME)

DO THIS NOW

4.1 Update the Hamilton County zoning 
ordinance and subdivision regulations to 
require connectivity between all adjacent 
developments.

4.2 Initiate a study for Highway 127, Robert’s 
Mill Rd., and the W Rd. to identify improve-
ments for access and safety.

4.3 Identify areas along corridors where 
graded shoulders (grass or gravel) may be 
feasible to provide pull-outs for cyclists.

4.4 Require new developments to dedicate 
and potentially build a multi-purpose trail 
along the frontage of developments as 
they occur.

4.5 Update the Bike and Pedestrian Plan to 
study the implementation of a multi-pur-
pose trail connecting the North Chicka-
mauga Creek Gorge area to Signal Point 
working with the Towns of Signal Moun-
tain and Walden.

4.6 Actively participate in long-range trans-
portation planning and policy efforts in 
the region.

DO THIS WITHIN 5 YEARS

4.7 Begin implementation of the updated Bike 
and Pedestrian Plan.

4.8 Apply for TDOT’s Multimodal Access Grant 
to implement a multi-purpose path along 
key corridors.

DO THIS WITHIN 20 YEARS

4.9 Review the mobility policy in the Walden’s 
Ridge Area Plan every five years and 
adjust it as needed to reflect changes in 
community preference, market conditions, 
infrastructure, or other factors that could 
affect the quality of life.



39SUSTAINABILITY

5
SUSTAINABILITY

KEY THEME
Adopt and enforce environmental 
policies to guide more sustainable 
development and protect and 
enhance Walden Ridge’s natural 
features.

Preserving the sensitive natural features of 
Walden’s Ridge should be a priority; how-
ever, new development can go beyond just 

preserving such features. Impacting less sensi-
tive features like moderately steep topography 
and mature stands of trees can also affect the 
sustainability of a an environment. Designing a 
layout that responds to the land, minimizes sig-
nificant grading, and protects mature vegetation 
where possible can not only be more sustain-
able, but it can also add value to the project.

STEEP SLOPES
Steep topography is a key feature on Walden’s 
Ridge, and it is imperative to protect areas with 
steep slopes. Hamilton County zoning ordinance 
and subdivision regulations have few restric-
tions for development on steep terrain. A key 
recommendation of this plan is to preserve all 

slopes of 25% and greater from development. 
The County should consider requiring engi-
neered site plans for development on moder-
ately steep slopes between 15% and just under 
25%. Lastly, the County should discourage mass 
grading and, instead, encourage or require that 
development layout work with the topography 
of the site.

A defining feature of Walden’s Ridge is its escarpment, which rises 
rapidly and noticeably from the valley below. Despite it being 
termed a plateau, however, there is much topographic change on 
the plateau itself.
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TREE PRESERVATION
Mature trees and forested areas are important 
assets on Walden’s Ridge. When large sites are 
clear cut for development it not only changes 
the character of the area, you lose a feature im-
portant to the environment. While some amount 
of tree removal is necessary for development, 
standards can be adopted they help to mitigate 
the loss of mature tree canopy. A key recom-
mendation of this plan is for the County to adopt 
tree protection and replacement regulations as 
part of the zoning ordinance. Such standards 
would require development to be designed to 
minimize significant tree removal and create a 
plan to replace trees through street trees, trees 
within formal open space, and individual lots.

STORMWATER
Stormwater runoff related to development can 
impact adjacent properties and even farther 
areas off the mountain. The removal of mature 
vegetation that typically accommodates new 
development can exacerbate the potential prob-
lems. Hamilton County’s subdivision regulations 
do include stormwater management standards, 
but low impact or light imprint stormwater 
standards are only encouraged. Low impact 
stormwater management tools and techniques 
have evolved greatly from the industry standard 
detention pond. While detention and retention 
will continue to be a tool in stormwater manage-
ment, there are many new tools and techniques 
that can reduce and treat runoff before reaching 
a pond or bypassing it altogether. A key recom-
mendation of this plan is to update the storm-
water management regulations to include Best 
Management Practices (BMPs) that are appro-
priate to the type of development envisioned in 
the unincorporated areas.

Preserving stands of mature trees along corridors and within 
development will maintain the rural character of an area (left). 
Low impact or light imprint stormwater management techniques 
attempt to treat runoff near its source with the added benefit of 
a more natural appearance (below). Well-designed wastewater 
treatement systems can effectively treat wastewater and be de-
signed in a manner that uses treated wastewater for irrigation and 
similar purposes.
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WASTEWATER
Wastewater treatment in the unincorporated ar-
eas is dependent on traditional septic systems. 
With the Moccasin Bend treatment facility being 
at capacity and the high cost of needed im-
provements to the entire system, the extension 
of sewer to the unincorporated areas is well off 
in the future, if it ever happens at all.  Because of 
this, WWTA has increasingly studied the use of 
decentralized wastewater treatment. Such sys-
tems are similar to conventional septic systems, 
with the exception that the secondary treatment 
is separate from the primary treatment. Each 
unit has its own septic tank (sometimes groups 
of units share a tank), and the effluent is then 
pumped to a secondary treatment area. There 
are several different types of these systems and 
some have been used with success on Walden’s 
Ridge. The developer typically installs the sys-
tem and WWTA manages the system. WWTA is 
developing a set of guidelines to govern the de-
sign of such system. Of course, the challenge for 

any wastewater treatment system on Walden’s 
Ridge are its topography and shallow soils. With 
ever evolving technology, though, such systems 
may prove to be more efficient and environmen-
tally friendly in the long run. Hamilton County 
and WWTA should continue to study the use of 
decentralized systems and provide guidance to 
developers on how to create the best system to 
serve development.

SPOTLIGHT
DECENTRALIZED 

WASTEWATER TREATMENT 
SYSTEMS

Traditional septic systems treat and dis-
pose of wastewater on site. Traditional 
sewer systems convey wastewater via 
pipes to a central treatment plant for 
treatment and disposal. Both systems 
could be considered centralized as 
treatment and disposal occurs together. 
A decentralized wastewater treatment 
system is like a combination of tra-
ditional septic and sewer. In a decen-
tralized system, buildings or groups of 
buildings have a septic tank on-site as 
an initial treatment. Wastewater is then 
piped to a central location for additional 
treatment and disposal.

The technology of decentralized sys-
tems continues to improve. There are 
several benefits to this type of system. 
One benefit is that disposal occurs off-
site, which allows variety in housing 
type and the potential to save valuable 
open space. Another benefit is that cen-
tralized treatment and disposal mini-
mizes the potential failure of individual 
systems. This can have a positive envi-
ronmental impact. If engineered prop-
erly, decentralized systems can have a 
positive impact on future development.



RECOMMENDATIONS

(0, 5, 20-YEAR TIMEFRAME)

DO THIS NOW

5.1 Adopt standards to protect extremely 
steep slopes from development and pro-
vide guidance for development on moder-
ately steep slopes.

5.2 Adopt stormwater management standards 
that incorporate Low Impact and/or Light 
Imprint stormwater techniques.

5.3 Adopt guidelines for the use of decentral-
ized wastewater treatment systems.

DO THIS WITHIN 5 YEARS

5.4 Adopt tree preservation and replace-
ment standards in areas where growth is 
planned to occur.

DO THIS WITHIN 20 YEARS

5.5 Study the creation of a program whereby 
the County and/or other entities purchase, 
preserve, and manage environmental-
ly-sensitive lands for public benefit.
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6COMMUNITY 
FACILITIES

KEY THEME
Ensure that community facili-
ties can adequately serve the 
Walden’s Ridge community as 
development occurs.

Community facilities are just as important 
in the unincorporated areas of Walden’s 
Ridge as they are in the towns of Signal 

Mountain. and Walden, though the needs may 
be different. As the unincorporated areas con-
tinue to grow, it is important to ensure they are 
served by good emergency services and that 
schools can accommodate new students. Ad-
dtionally, the unincorporated areas are anchored 
on the north and south by state natural areas 
with recreational opportunities for the imme-
diate community and beyond. These facilities 
should be maintained and enhanced to meet 
new demand.

Falling Water Falls (image source:  Tennessee Department of Envi-
ronment and Conservation)
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EMERGENCY SERVICES
As identified in chapter 1, Walden’s Ridge Emer-
gency Services (WRES) has one station (Station 
2) in the unincorporated area of this plan and it 
is located on Sawyer Road near its intersection 
with Tuckahoe. The newest WRES station is 
located in the Town of Walden and there are also 
stations in the Town of Signal Mountain. Ham-
ilton County Emergency Services (HCEMS) has 
one station (Medic 8) located on Taft Highway 
in the heart of the Town of Signal Mountain. 
WRES is a volunteer fire department, but there is 
anticipation that it will eventually transition to a 
full-time fire department. An addition to Station 
2 in the unincorporated area is in the planning 
stages. As growth on the mountain continues, 
there is some benefit to considering a relocating 
Medic 8 to a more central location to improve 
response times; however, WRES has confirmed 
that while they cannot transport their appara-
tus has the same medical equipment as HCEMS 
and there are many locations where Lifeforce 
can land. This should provide peace of mind to 
residents in the unincorporated areas. Never-
theless, as growth continues, it will be important 
to review emergency service and response and 
improve accordingly.

SCHOOLS
It is imperative that Hamilton County Schools 
be part of the conversation when it comes to 
growth on Walden’s Ridge. As stated in chapter 
1, while Signal Mt. Middle and High Schools are 
under capacity, Nolan and Thrasher Elementary 
Schools are over or near capacity and Nolan has 
no room to expand. The highest priority right 
now in Walden’s Ridge is to renovate and add 
capacity to Thrasher. According to the Hamilton 
County Schools Facilities Master Plan, the plan 
is to add capacity for 400 additional students at 
Thrasher, but this is a phase 2 project and the 
timeframe is unclear. Regardless, it is encour-
aged that RPA work with HCS to keep them in-
formed of proposed and pending developments 
so that HCS can plan accordingly. Also, devel-
opment options that introduce a mix of housing 
types—rather than exclusively single-family, 

which generally results in more school-age 
children—may help to ease the burden on school 
population.

RECREATION AND TRAILS
There are no formal parks in the unincorporated 
areas of Walden’s Ridge, but there are a number 
of passive open spaces that are State forests or 
natural areas. In addition to preserving sensitive 
environmental assets, these areas are a recre-
ational asset that draws hikers, bikers, horse 
riders, and campers from all over. As noted in 
chapter 4, the Cumberland Trail, eventually a 
300 mile long state trail, traverses the North 
Chickamauga Creek Gorge Natural Area and will 
ultimately connect to Signal Point.

Above and opposite page, bottom:  Prentice Cooper State Forest 
(image source:  Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency. Opposite 
page, top:  North Chickamauga Creek Gorge State Natural Area 
(image source:  Tennessee Department of Environment and Con-
servation)
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RECOMMENDATIONS

(0, 5, 20-YEAR TIMEFRAME)

DO THIS NOW

6.1 Work with HCS to monitor the impact of 
proposed and pending development on 
school facilities.

6.2 Require new developments to dedicate 
and potentially build a multi-purpose trail 
along the frontage of developments as 
they occur.

6.3 Update the Bike and Pedestrian Plan to 
study the implementation of a multi-pur-
pose trail connecting the North Chicka-
mauga Creek Gorge area to Signal Point 
working with the Towns of Signal Moun-
tain and Walden.

DO THIS WITHIN 5 YEARS

6.4 Expand Walden’s Ridge Emergency Ser-
vices Station #2.

6.5 Revisit efforts to make the Volunteer Fire 
Departments full-time.

6.6 Begin preparation for the renovation and 
expansion of Thrasher Elementary School 
per the Hamilton County Schools Facilities 
Master Plan.

6.7 Begin implementation of the updated Bike 
and Pedestrian Plan.

6.8 Study the addition of dedicated equestrian 
trails in Prentice Cooper State Forest.

DO THIS WITHIN 20 YEARS

6.9 Relocate HCEMS Medic 8 Station to a more 
central location on Walden’s Ridge.

6.10 Study the creation of a program whereby 
the County and/or other entities purchase, 
preserve, and manage environmental-
ly-sensitive lands for public benefit.

Connecting the Cumberland Trail and the many 
other trails and natural areas, such as Falling 
Water Falls and Prentice Cooper State Forest 
connects the residents of Walden’s Ridge to 
these unique and important assets. It also pro-
vides safe and convenient access to recreation, 
which can have enormous health benefits.

This plan recommends that the County, through 
local, state, and federal partnerships, seek to 
expand connectivity between the natural areas 
via multi-purpose trails along key corridors (see 
chapter 4), expand recreational opportunities in 
these areas, such as dedicated equestrian trails 
in Prentice Cooper State Forest, and consider 
purchasing environmentally-sensitive lands for 
preservation and public purpose.
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7
IMPLEMENTATION

HOW TO USE THIS MATRIX
This chapter lists all of the Recommendations 
from the previous chapters in a table along 
with useful information regarding time frame, 
responsible party, and potential funding sources.
The time frames have been defined as short 
term (0-2 years), medium term (3-5 years), and 
long term (6-20 years). Responsible parties 
include the County, meaning elected officials 
and appointed commissions, the Chattanooga 
Hamilton County Regional Planning Agency 
(CHCRPA), the State, and other organizations. 
Funding sources are generally classified as 
follows:

County: General Budget and Capital Improve-
ment Budget items

Grants: In particular, the State Departments 
of Commerce, Tourism Development, 
Transportation (TDOT), Environment 
and Conservation (TDEC), as well as, 
the Federal Government.

THE IMPLEMENTATION 
COMMITTEE
It is recommended that the Steering Committee 
act as an Implementation Committee for the 
plan and meet at least twice per year to review 
implementation efforts and set priorities. The 
Implementation Matrix in this chapter can and 
should be used as a checklist to measure prog-
ress.
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Action 
No.

Action
Page  
No.

Time-
frame

Responsible 
Party

Funding 
Source

3  LAND USE & DEVELOPMENT CHARACTER

3.1
Complete a Wayfinding and Trail-
head Signage Master Plan for the 
entire Town

38- 39 Short Town Town/Grants

3.2

Appoint the Parks Committee to 
serve as the steering committee 
for the Wayfinding and Trailhead 
Signage Master Plan

39 Short Town NA

3.3

Consult with mapping compa-
nies (Google, Waze, Bing, Apple, 
etc.) and other app developers to 
revise routings as needed

39 Short Town Town

3.4

Add a dedicated page on the 
Town’s website with information 
on key civic sites and links to 
their websites as possible

39 Short Town Town

3.5
Install “Private Property” trail 
signage in all locations where 
trails cross private property

37 Short Town Town/Grants

3.6

Identify problem areas along 
trails where visitors tend to leave 
the trail and install “Stay on 
Trail” signage

37 Short Town Town

3.7

Identify erosion issues along 
trails and install educational 
signage to discourage further 
damage

37 Short Town Town/Grants

3.8 Improve the parking area at Mab-
bitt Springs 26 Short Town Town/Grants

3.9
Construct a new trailhead at 
Mabbitt Springs and replace the 
pedestrian bridge

37 Short Town Town/Grants

3.10
Work with the state to improve 
the parking area at Falling Water 
Falls

26 Short Town/State Town/State

3.11
Work with the state to construct 
a new trailhead at Falling Water 
Falls

37 Short Town/State Town/State

3.12
Construct parking area for the 
Pumpkin Patch near the termi-
nus of Laurel Avenue

26 Short Town Town

TO B
E A

DDED 

ONCE FIN
ALIZ

ED
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A
APPENDIX

As summarized in Chapter 1, the public 
engagement process included multiple 
opportunities to provide input in the pro-

cess. Public engagement opportunities included 
four public meetings, focus group meetings, and 
a public opinion survey. Notes and images from 
this effort are included here for reference.

TO B
E A

M
ENDED 

ONCE FIN
ALIZ

ED
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