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Pushed Out?

With SoBro revitalization on the horizon,
developers and advocates consider
place of unhoused community
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f you stand in front of the
Nashville Rescue Mission
(NRM) on Lafayette Street
and face downtown, you’ll
notice the roof of the brand
new Music City Center (MCC)
facility peeking out above other
buildings just a few blocks away.
The sprawling convention center
takes up 16 acres of downtown real
estate, stretching from 5th Avenue
to 8th Avenue between Demonbreun Street and Korean Veterans
Boulevard. When MCC construction is completed, the building and
parking areas will total 2.1 million
square feet.
Spurred on by construction of the $623 million facility,
the Greater Nashville Regional
Council, Downtown Partnership,
Nashville Metropolitan Govern-

ment, Convention Center Authority and the U.S. Department
of Commerce and Economic Development Administration are on
the cusp of luring new hotels and
other businesses to the South of
Broadway (SoBro) area. If all goes
according to plan, within a few
years the area will be a booming
center of business with quaint
streetlights, clean sidewalks and
plenty of foot traffic.
But if you find yourself walking the three blocks from MCC’s
Demonbreun entrance to the
Nashville Rescue Mission today,
you won’t find a great new brunch
place to try on Sunday or a shiny
new hotel that attracts tourists to
downtown. The NRM is housed in
a behemoth building at 639 Lafayette Street that provides space for
an addiction recovery program
and enough shelter beds for nearly

Located at 639 Lafayette Street, the Nashville Rescue Mission sits on prime property in the South of Broadway
(SoBro) neighborhood. City leaders and developers have drawn plans for a large-scale revitalization project in
the neighborhood, leaving the future presence of homeless persons in the area uncertain. Photo by Alvine
500 people to sleep in when they
have no place else to go at night.
In Nashville, the annual homeless count has estimated that approximately 4,000 people lack adequate shelter on any given night.
Without enough shelter beds in
Nashville to house all people ex-

periencing homelessness, the city
counts on the NRM to provide
programming to the city’s unhoused population.
But if some SoBro developers could have their way, homeless persons wouldn’t exist in the
downtown area at all.

Prime Real Estate
According to the South of
Broadway Strategic Master Plan
(SBSMP), facilitated by the Convention Center Authority and the
[Pushed Out?, Page 5]

Hotel workers accuse owners of wage theft
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ore than 100 protesters gathered outside of
the Best Western Music
Row and Comfort Inn
Downtown Nashville on
Sunday, February 17, to rally against unpaid
wages and an unsafe work environment for
hotel staff. The protest came in the wake of
a class action lawsuit filed by four former and
current hotel employees on February 15, alleging that they were being paid below mini-

P.O. Box 332023
Nashville, Tn 37203

mum wage, were denied breaks and overtime
compensation and were physically and verbally abused by a Best Western supervisor.
The plaintiffs worked up to 70 hours per
week and were paid a flat rate of $50 per day,
their pay rate averaging between $3.63 and
$7.00 per hour (below the federal minimum
wage of $7.25 per hour), the lawsuit alleges.
The lawsuit also claims that the housekeepers were denied lunch breaks and rest breaks,
were not paid for overtime and that their pay
stubs did not accurately reflect their pay.
One of the plaintiffs in the case alleges
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that she was not allowed to seek medical assistance after falling and injuring herself at
least twice while scrubbing floors and bathrooms, according to the lawsuit. Henry Hernandez, another plaintiff, claims that Best
Western housekeeping supervisor Maritza
Barrera once struck him in the face with her
fist.
“When they physically assaulted me, it
was very humiliating,” said Hernandez. The
four plaintiffs are being assisted by Workers’
Dignity, a Nashville nonprofit organization
dedicated to combatting wage theft on behalf

of low-income workers through nonviolent
direct action and legal intervention. Workers’
Dignity organized the protest through their
Just Hospitality campaign.
“We’re all human,” Hernandez said. “We
all have the same rights. We want them to pay
us what is just, and stop abusing their workers.”
As participants gathered before the protest, plaintiff “Sarita Garcia” explained that
she was dismissed from work at Best Western
[Wage Theft, Page 7]

ON THE INSIDE...
In this issue’s Vendor
Spotlight, Albert Warren
recounts his experience
being homeless for the
first time in Nashville.
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A local pastor argues
that social safety
nets are a religious
imperative.
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A former police officer
shares “Katie’s Story,”
which provides a glimpse
at the painful path one
young woman travelled to
homelessness.
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Plan leaves uncertain future for homeless community
[Pushed Out?, From Page 1]

Nashville Downtown Partnership,
“the combination of the Rescue
Mission and Room [In] The Inn
create[s] an uncomfortable concentration of homeless men on the
streets.”
Expanding business redevelopment onto Lafayette Street would
require the very cost-prohibitive
measure of running underground
utilities into the area from a new
Nashville Electric Service substation on Korean Veterans Boulevard. Still, the SBSMP report cites
homelessness as the “most talked
about issue” facing the SoBro development plans.
Despite the report’s express concern about the shelters that stand
just blocks away from MCC, NRM
CEO Glenn Cranfield insists that
there are no plans for the Mission
to relocate.
“We’re all about Nashville’s
downtown developing, but how we
care for the homeless, and how we
approach the causes [of homelessness] and the needs of the homeless need to be figured into the development of the downtown area,”
Cranfield said. “Because they are a
significant population in this city.”
Cranfield added that in his talks
with developers, nobody indicated
that the NRM needs to move.
Barry Long, CEO of Urban Design Associates, the Pittsburgh,
Pa.-based urban architecture and
design firm that authored the SBSMP report, did not respond to The
Contributor’s request for comment.
However, Long did tell the Nashville Business Journal that SoBro
stakeholder groups have had conversations about the implications of
the NRM’s location.
“We’ve had those conversations
in most of the stakeholder groups,
and there is broad agreement long
term [that] that use…[is] just not
going to work out at the end of
the day,” Long said at a December
meeting, according to NBJ. “We are
also sensitive to institutions. Our
recommendation is more…to work
it out rather than just say, ‘It’s got
to go somewhere else. […] We are
sympathetic to the issue on both
sides. It’s a sensitive one.”
So far, conversations about the
fate of Lafayette Street are merely
speculation. While Nashville city
oﬃcials haven’t laid out any specific plans for the NRM, the issue
of homelessness in SoBro has been
mentioned at public meetings and
in a Metropolitan Development and
Housing Agency (MDHA) study released in December 2012.
“Lafayette Street, which traditionally served as a commercial
corridor, holds potential to regain
prominence as an attractive shopping street if re-designed and pro-

This illustration from the South of Broadway Strategic Master Plan envisions a dramatically transformed Lafayette Street, looking north
from the corner of 5th Ave. S. and Lafayette, two blocks south of the Nashville Rescue Mission. Courtesy of Urban Design Associates
grammed as part of a broader redevelopment strategy,” Randy Gross,
an economic consultant, wrote in
the MDHA study. “However, the impacts of the Nashville Rescue Mission and downtown homelessness in
general would need to be addressed
as a prerequisite for developing and
retaining successful retail throughout the downtown area.”
Gross says that although he
wrote the MDHA study, he has not
made any specific recommendations to the organization about the
location of shelters.
“Our own internal consultant discussions have focused
around opportunities for encouraging holistic approaches to assist
the homeless, incorporating existing housing providers within
the SoBro/Lafayette area,” Gross
wrote in an email. “The larger existing homeless housing providers
in that area have had valuable input
to those discussions.”
A Concern for Investors
Although Room In The Inn’s location was cited as a problem in the
SBSMP, the NRM has been at the
center of discussions about homelessness impeding business development on Lafayette Street.
“The city is not really budgeted
to care for the homeless as far as
shelter and ongoing food and clothing and those sorts of things. There
is a service provided right where
the need is and doing it in a very
safe, secure, respectable manner
with our existing neighbors,” Cranfield said.
Although the Nashville Business
Journal reports that some stakeholders feel that businesses will hesitate
to invest in property on Lafayette

“‘Lafayette Street, which traditionally served as a commercial
corridor, holds potential to regain prominence as an attractive
shopping street if re-designed and programmed as part of a broader
redevelopment strategy,’ Randy Gross, an economic consultant,
wrote in the MDHA study. ‘However, the impacts of the Nashville
Rescue Mission and downtown homelessness in general would
need to be addressed as a prerequisite for developing and retaining
successful retail throughout the downtown area.’”
because of the existence of the NRM,
Cranfield insist that several businesses in the area are successful.
“Jack White’s business is right
across the street,” he said. “We actually own our parking lot and we
offer it for them as an example of
being a good neighbor.”
Ultimately, the decision of
whether to move belongs to the
NRM.
“The key is to find ways in which
[we] can work together. You can’t
remove the homeless services
from the area in which the homeless need them,” Cranfield insisted.
“Then think about what the problem would be here if you didn’t have
a Nashville Rescue Mission. Instead
of 800 people spending the night in
a safe and secure environment, just
think if they were on the street in
the downtown area. What kind of
situation would that be?”
The Homeless Perspective
On a frigid Friday evening in
February, a group of men were
briskly walking away from the NRM
in hopes of gaining access to Room
In The Inn. One man, who asked to
remain anonymous, said that he had
slept at the NRM the night before,

but he couldn’t go back.
“It’s like a prison in there,” he
said. “Too many beds crammed in
one spot.”
When asked about the prospect of new businesses moving into
SoBro and NRM moving out, he
shrugged his shoulders.
“Why shouldn’t the city expand?
Nashville should make progress, and
maybe if they do, shelters will follow,” he said. “I know they’re trying
to do the right thing, but it’s hard for
us to sleep that way. It’s like prison.”
Cranfield believes that some
homeless people use the word “prison” to describe NRM because of its
structured nature.
“We have between 400 and 500
men who spend the night here at
night, and we serve about 1,800 to
2,000 meals a day,” he said. “It is very
structured. And you can imagine
that it would need to be structured.
We do have metal detectors and security cameras to maintain safety
and security for each and every person who comes onto our property.”
An anonymous source who
completed the recovery program at
NRM says that he needed structure
to change his life.
“It wasn’t easy by any means,” he
explained. “But I don’t know where

the city would expect people like
me to go if the NRM moved out.
Services for the homeless have to be
downtown—otherwise nobody can
get there.”
Cranfield reiterates that all conversations about moving the NRM
out of SoBro are speculation. He
would prefer that all of the stakeholders involved work together to
come up with a creative solution to
help the unhoused connect to services they need.
“The greater question and the
greater issue is how can we really
develop and bring everyone together—the government, the private
sector, the faith sector, the service
providers—how can we come together and create real, long-lasting
solutions for the homeless and
those who are mentally ill? How
can we not just put a band-aid on
it today, but create some creative,
lasting solutions for people?”
So far, those questions haven’t
been answered. For the time being,
there is no formal plan to add or
remove downtown homeless shelters or services—but the NRM’s
prime real estate is a factor that will
continue to be discussed in public
meetings about the future of downtown Nashville.
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