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PREFACE

Background

Hillsides and ridgetops are defining characteristics of the region’s natural 
heritage.  Development of hillside areas can have significant impact on air and 
water quality and on property in lower-lying areas, and development of ridgetops 
can have significant visual impact on the community and visitors to our area. The 
purpose of this plan is to ensure responsible development and orderly growth in 
hillside and ridgetop areas through (1) identification of environmentally sensitive 
areas which, due to their steepness or elevation, require special protective mea-
sures, and (2) adoption and enforcement of appropriate ordinances and regula-
tions with clear, consistent and enforceable standards which balance the com-
munity’s desire to protect hillside and ridgetop areas with the rights of property 
owners within those areas. The erosion and site stability issues related to hillside 
and ridgetop development and the aesthetic issues related to ridgetop develop-
ment at high elevations are separately addressed in this Plan.

Hillside Protection

Knox County lies primarily in the valley portion of the Appalachian Ridge and 
Valley province, with rolling hillsides, plateaus and valleys surrounded by steeper 
ridges and mountains. Existing state, federal and local regulations have provided 
adequate environmental protection for most residential, commercial, office and 
institutional development projects constructed on sloped areas throughout Knox 
County.  The primary purpose of the Hillside Protection Plan is to identify areas 
where the steepness of the slope is so significant that special requirements 
should be applicable to clearing, grading, density and other aspects of develop-
ment of the property, in order to ensure a stable development area and to provide 
protection for lower lying property and watersheds. Special protection can be 
provided for steeply sloped areas through adoption, enhancement and enforce-
ment of grading and stormwater ordinances, zoning ordinances and subdivision 
regulations which provide specific slope-based development requirements for 
those areas.  This Plan is intended to identify those areas where special protec-
tion may be appropriate and to suggest appropriate development standards for 
those areas.

Knoxville – Knox County Hillside and Ridgetop Protection Plan
An Amendment to the Knoxville – Knox County General Plan 2033
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Ridgetop Protection

The primary purpose of the Ridgetop Protection Plan is to identify 
ridges in Knox County which have significant visual impact on the commu-
nity and visitors to our area.  Given the rolling terrain of our area, it is im-
portant to define and identify the specific ridgetop areas which are worthy 
of special protection and to provide for increased scrutiny and regulatory 
guidelines for development projects within those areas.

Issues relating to grading, clearing, density, erosion control, site stability 
and stormwater run-off are common to both hillsides and ridgetops and 
are covered by the Hillside Protection Plan. The Ridgetop Protection Plan 
is intended to provide additional scenic protection for areas at high eleva-
tions which have significant visual impact on the community, due to their 
topographic prominence.

The balance of the rights of property owners in ridgetop areas with 
the public’s desire to protect scenic vistas requires a regulatory scheme 
which permits reasonable development and use of ridgetop land with 
appropriate requirements and restrictions related to building height and 
setbacks, screening, architectural design and other factors and which sets 
forth clear, consistent enforceable standards for development in those 
areas.

Implementation

This plan for protection of hillsides and ridgetops is to be implemented 
through (1) identification of hillside and ridgetop areas which should be 
considered for inclusion within a protection area, (2) adoption of ordi-
nances and regulations which set forth clear, consistent and enforceable 
standards for development within those areas and (3) enforcement of 
codes and regulations, including grading, stormwater ordinances, tree 
ordinances, hillside subdivision regulations and a ridgetop protection 
zoning overlay.  Use of planned zones and a use-on-review process may 
be considered (1) upon request of the property owner, (2) for portions of 
a residential development with slopes of forty (40%) percent or greater, 
(3) for portions of a commercial development with slopes of thirty (30%) 
percent or more, or (4) in cases where the property has unique character-
istics which make use of standard regulations and guidelines inappropri-
ate and ineffective.

This Hillside and Ridgetop Protection Plan is intended to supersede 

similar provisions in other plans, to identify areas for potential inclusion in 
hillside and ridgetop protection areas and to suggest standards for review 
of proposed development in those areas.  It addresses development issues 
of special local concern and does not replace state or federal laws and 
regulations related to grading, clearing, erosion control and water pollution 
prevention, which will continue to be applicable to all local projects.
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A “Steep Hillside” is defined as an area which includes three (3) acres 
or more of continuous slope of thirty (30%) percent or greater (an average 
difference in elevation of at least thirty (30) feet in a horizontal distance of 
one hundred (100) feet).  The size of the sloped area shall be determined 
without regard to lot, parcel or boundary lines, and a “Steep Hillside” may 
include portions of multiple lots or parcels. Only the portions of a lot or 
parcel with slopes of 30% or greater are considered “Steep Hillsides,” 
and the provisions of this Plan related to Steep Hillsides shall not apply to 
other portions of the lot or parcel at lower slopes.

Map No. 1 shows the area of Knox County and the City of Knoxville that 
fall within the definition of a “Steep Hillside.”  Areas with three (3) acres 
or more of continuous slope of thirty (30%) or greater are highlighted in 
brown and are referred to collectively as the “Hillside Protection Area.” 
The parcels on which those sloped areas are located are highlighted in 
green.  The green areas are not part of the Hillside Protection Area and 
are highlighted only to identify parcels on which a portion of the Hillside 
Protection Area is located. 

Steep Hillsides within the Hillside Protection Area shall be subject to 

PLAN AMENDMENTS The following provisions amend and supplement the Knoxville – Knox County General Plan 2033.

SECTION 1:  HILLSIDE PROTECTION PLAN

Map No. 1 – Hillside 
Protection Area



5

 Percent Slope Percent Clearing Calculation

 0% - 30% 100%

 30%- 40% 30%

 40% - 50% 20%

 Over 50% 10%

the provisions of the Knoxville-Knox County Minimum Subdivision Regula-
tions applicable to Hillside Subdivisions, as amended from time to time 
(the “Hillside Subdivision Regulations”), and such additional ordinances 
and regulations as the legislative bodies of the City of Knoxville or Knox 
County may hereafter designate as applicable to the Hillside Protection 
Area.

Until such additional ordinances and regulations are enacted, the follow-
ing factors shall be considered guidelines to be considered in connection 
with review of applications, permits, plans and proposals for development 
within the Hillside Protection Area:

1. Geotechnical

Development plans for the portions of projects within the Hillside Pro-
tection Area must identify soil types and geologic conditions which could 
impact development and must include a general plan for addressing areas 
of identified geologic concern. The plan must include or be accompanied 
by a certification, signed by an engineer licensed in the State of Tennes-
see, certifying that (1) the plan and accompanying drawings, documents 
and statements submitted to the Engineering Department identify soil 
types on the property as indicated on available public records and geo-
logic conditions identified during field inspections which could impact de-
velopment of the property and (2) the plan and accompanying drawings, 
documents and statements conform to all applicable provisions of the 
applicable grading and clearing ordinances, tree ordinance and Knoxville-
Knox County Subdivision Regulations and the standards set forth herein, 
except as itemized, described and justified in the submission.

2. Clearing

The standard percent clearing permitted within the Hillside Protection 
Area should be as follows:

If a greater percent clearing is proposed, the development plan must include 
a detailed clearing plan, a planting plan, a topographic plan, a designation of 
any proposed building setbacks, and any other design features intended to 
improve site stability, control stormwater run-off or otherwise reduce or control 
the impact of the proposed development on lower lying property and water-
sheds.  Clearing of a greater percentage of the property shall be permitted if 
the submitted materials confirm to the reasonable satisfaction of the appro-
priate Engineering Department that the proposed additional clearing will not 
have a materially adverse impact on site stability or stormwater run-off.

Clearing and grading may not commence within the Hillside Protection Area 
until the proposed clearing and grading plans have been approved by the ap-
propriate Engineering Department.

3. Density

The standard allowable density for residential development within the Hill-
side Protection Area should be as follows:

Additional density and development on slopes of 50% or more may be 
permitted if materials submitted to the appropriate Engineering Department 
confirm to the reasonable satisfaction of the Engineering Department that the 
additional density and proposed development on slopes of 50% or more will 
not have a materially adverse impact on site stability or stormwater run-off.

4. Bonus Density  

(a) A property owner shall be entitled to a density bonus of up to ten (10%) 
percent of the total units allowed per acre in the base density for each acre of 
undisturbed hillside within the Hillside Protection Area on which the prop-
erty owner places a permanent conservation easement or other enforceable 
restriction on development.

 Percent Slope Maximum Residential Density

 0% - 30% Governed by existing zoning

 30%- 40% 2DU/1 acre

 40% - 50% 1DU/2 acres

 Over 50% No Development
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(b) A property owner shall be entitled to an additional density bonus of up 
to an additional ten (10%) percent of the total units allowed per acre in the 
base density for each acre of undisturbed hillside within the Hillside Protec-
tion Area when public access, such as a trail easement, is provided within 
the conservation easement or restricted area.

5. Office and Commercial Development

Office and commercial development is permitted within the Hillside 
Protection Area but is required to meet the development standards set forth 
herein and in any applicable codes and regulations.  In addition, the ap-
propriate Engineering Department may require an increase of up to 150% 
of the base requirements for preservation or planting of trees within the 
portions of the office or commercial development in the Hillside Protection 
Area.

6. Industrial Development

No industrial development should be permitted within the Hillside Protec-
tion Area.

7. Reduction of Setbacks and Road Widths

The appropriate Engineering Department, the Metropolitan Planning 
Commission and any appellate boards or legislative body shall have the 
authority to approve a reduction of setbacks applicable to the portion of 
a project within the Hillside Protection Area by twenty-five (25%) percent 
and to approve the reduction of the required road width for roads within the 
Hillside Protection Area to twenty (20) feet, if the Engineering Department 
reasonably determines that the reduction of the setbacks and/or road width 
will significantly benefit site stability and/or control of stormwater run-off.
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SECTION 2:  RIDGETOP PROJECTION PLAN

Definition

A “Ridgetop Protection Area” is defined as any area within the City of 
Knoxville or Knox County which is (1) at an elevation of 1200 feet or higher in 
portions of Knox County north of the Tennessee and French Broad Rivers or 
at an elevation of 1100 feet or higher in portions of Knox County south of the 
Tennessee River and French Broad River (the “Ridgetop Area”), and (2) vis-
ible from a Major Arterial Road (as defined in the Knoxville-Knox County Major 
Road Plan.)

Map No. 2 shows the portions of Knox County at an elevation of 1200 
feet or higher north of the Tennessee and French Broad Rivers and at an 
elevation of 1100 feet or higher at areas south of the Tennessee River and 
French Broad River.  Map No. 2 also shows the Major Arterial Roads.  Only 
the portions of the Ridgetop Area visible from the Major Arterial Roads are 
included in the “Ridgetop Protection Area.” 

Map No. 2 – 
Ridgetop Area
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Ridgetop Protection Overlay

Knox County and the City of Knoxville should consider amendment of their 
zoning ordinances to add a ridgetop overlay zone which sets forth clear, con-
sistent and enforceable standards for development within the Ridgetop Protec-
tion Area (a “Ridgetop Overlay Zone”).

If a Ridgetop Overlay Zone is enacted, when parcels within the Ridgetop 
Area come before the Metropolitan Planning Commission for rezoning or 
other review, the Planning Commission should determine on a case-by-case 
basis whether the parcel is visible from a Major Arterial Road.  In such event, 
the Planning Commission should recommend rezoning the parcel to add the 
Ridgetop Overlay Zone to the existing or proposed zoning of the parcel (when 
added, a “Ridgetop Protection Overlay”).

Subject to the adoption of corresponding regulations or ordinances by the 
City of Knoxville and/or Knox County, development of parcels subject to a 
Ridgetop Protection Overlay should require submission of plans to the appro-
priate Engineering Department, to be reviewed and approved in accordance 
with the development approval process and standards described below.  

Development Approval Process and Standards for Developments 
Within the Ridgetop Protection Overlay Zone

Until a Ridgetop Overlay Zone and the additional ordinances and regulations 
described above are enacted, the following factors shall be considered guide-
lines to be considered in connection with review of applications, permits, plans 
and proposals for development within the Ridgetop Protection Area:

1. Clearing
The standard percent clearing permitted within the Ridgetop Protection Area 

should be as follows:

If a greater percent clearing is proposed, the development plan must in-
clude a detailed clearing plan, a planting plan, a topographic plan, a des-
ignation of any proposed building setbacks, and a summary of any archi-
tectural elements, restrictions or requirements intended to minimize visual 
impact of development through limitations on form, color, texture, shapes 
and other architectural applications.  Clearing of a greater percentage of 
the property shall be permitted if the submitted materials confirm to the 
reasonable satisfaction of the appropriate Engineering Department that 
the proposed additional clearing will not have a materially adverse visual 
impact or that any such impact will be adequately mitigated.

Clearing and grading may not commence within the Ridgetop Protec-
tion Area until the proposed grading and clearing plans have been ap-
proved by the appropriate Engineering Department.

2. Plantings
As part of the approval process for any project within the Ridgetop 

Protection Area, the appropriate Engineering Department may require an 
increase of up to 150% of the requirements for preservation or planting of 
trees within the portions of the commercial development in the Ridgetop 
Protection Area.

3. Height
Buildings with heights up to 35 feet should be permitted as a standard 

procedure within the Ridgetop Protection Area, subject to any more 
restrictive height limitations in the underlying zone. If the development 
plan proposes building heights in excess of 35 feet, the development plan 
must include screening and planting plans designed to reduce the visual 
impact of the construction and line of sight drawings illustrating the visibil-
ity and visual prominence of the improvements from the surrounding area. 
Buildings with heights greater than 35 feet may be permitted if the sub-
mitted materials confirm to the reasonable satisfaction of the appropriate 
Engineering Department that the height of the proposed improvements 
will not have a materially adverse visual impact or that any such impact will 
be adequately mitigated.

 Percent Slope Percent Clearing Calculation

 0% - 30% 100%

 30%- 40% 30%

 40% - 50% 20%

 Over 50% 10%
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4. Density
The standard allowable density for residential development within the 

Ridgetop Protection Area should be as follows:

 Additional density and development on slopes of 50% or more 
may be permitted if the materials submitted to the appropriate Engineer-
ing Department confirm to the reasonable satisfaction of the Engineering 
Department that the additional density and proposed development will 
not have a materially adverse visual impact or that any such impact will be 
adequately mitigated.

5. Bonus Density
(a) A property owner shall be entitled to a density bonus of up to ten 

(10%) percent of the total units allowed per acre in the base density for 
each acre of undisturbed hillside within the Ridgetop Protection Area on 
which the property owner places a permanent conservation easement or 
other enforceable restriction on development.

(b) A property owner shall be entitled to an additional density bonus of 
up to an additional ten (10%) percent of the total units allowed per acre in 
the base density for each acre of undisturbed hillside within the Ridgetop 
Protection Area when public access, such as a trail easement, is provided 
within the conservation easement or restricted area.

Notwithstanding the foregoing, a property owner may be entitled to 
bonus density under either the Hillside Protection Plan or the Ridgetop 
Protection Plan, but not under both plans.

6. Reduction of Setbacks and Road Widths
The appropriate Engineering Department, the Metropolitan Planning 

Commission and any appellate board or legislative body shall have the 
authority to reduce setbacks applicable to a project by twenty-five (25%) 

 Percent Slope Maximum Residential Density

 0% - 30% Governed by existing zoning

 30%- 40% 2DU/1 acre

 40% - 50% 1DU/2 acres

 Over 50% No Development

percent and to reduce the required road width for roads within the project 
to twenty (20) feet, if the Engineering Department determines that the 
reduction of the setbacks and/or road width will significantly reduce or 
mitigate any adverse visual impact of the development.

7. Design
Terrain adaptive architecture is recommended but not required for devel-

opment within the ridgetop overlay.  The appropriate Engineering Depart-
ment, the Metropolitan Planning Commission and any appellate board or 
legislative body shall have the right to waive or reduce setbacks and other 
development requirements (not including any development requirements 
relating to life safety issues) if the Engineering Department determines to 
its reasonable satisfaction that proposed use of terrain adaptive architec-
ture will significantly reduce or mitigate any adverse visual impact of the 
proposed development.

8. Applicability of Hillside Development Standards
  Development of property which is located within both the Ridgetop 

Protection Area and the Hillside Protection Area shall be subject to the 
development standards set forth in both the Hillside Protection Plan and 
the Ridgetop Protection Plan.

The C.J. McClung 
residence on 
Black Oak Ridge
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Map No. 3 shows the topographic contours and highest ridges of Knox County
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SECTION 3:  GENERAL PROVISIONS

1. Sections 1, 2 and 3, including the map of the Hillside Protection 
Area and the map of the Ridgetop Area and Major Arterial Roads, 
shall constitute amendments to the Knoxville-Knox County General 
Plan 2033 and shall be known as the Hillside and Ridgetop Protec-
tion Plan. The Preface is for background information only and is not 
part of the plan amendment.

2. The specific provisions of the City of Knoxville Stormwater 
Ordinance, the City of Knoxville Tree Protection Ordinance, the Knox 
County Stormwater Management Ordinance and the Knoxville-Knox 
County Minimum Subdivision Regulations shall control over this 
Hillside and Ridgetop Protection Plan.

3. The provisions of Section 1 - Hillside Protection Plan shall apply 
to all parcels within the City of Knoxville and Knox County with three 
(3) acres or more of continuous slope of 30% or greater, but only to 
the portions of such parcels which include those slopes.

4. The provisions of Section 2 - Ridgetop Protection Plan shall apply only 
to those parcels within the City of Knoxville or Knox County which have been 
specifically identified as meeting the Ridgetop definition and which have been 
rezoned to add a ridgetop protection overlay zone after notice to the property 
owner. The Ridgetop Protection Plan shall not be effective within the City of 
Knoxville or Knox County until the City of Knoxville or Knox County, respective-
ly, has enacted a ridgetop protection overlay as an amendment to its zoning 
ordinance but shall serve as a guideline for development within the Ridgetop 
Protection Area until such enactment.

5. Any provisions of the Knoxville - Knox County Plan 2033 or any amend-
ments thereto or any Sector Plan or amendments thereto or any other plans 
adopted by the City of Knoxville or Knox County which are inconsistent with 
this Hillside and Ridgetop Protection Plan are hereby repealed.  Any future 
Sector Plan Amendments shall be consistent with the Plan.
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CERTIFICATION

The undersigned Secretary of the Knoxville – Knox County Planning Commission hereby identifies and certifies that Map No. 1 – Hillside Protection 
Area, Map No. 2 – Ridgetop Area and the descriptive matter in Sections 1, 2 and 3 form the whole of this Amendment to the Knoxville – Knox County 
General Plan 2033.

 

This ________ day of ____________________, 2011.

Knoxville – Knox County Metropolitan
Planning Commission

By:     
 Secretary




