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Chattanooga, Tennessee “Scenic City”
Chattanooga is known in the south as the “Scenic City,” and for good reason. 
Nestled within the Tennessee mountains, alongside the beautiful Tennessee 

River, the views here are truly breathtaking.  

It was voted “Best Town Ever” by Outside magazine, and named as one of the 
South’s top travel destinations.

Tennessee River-Gorge (Wikimedia Commons)



But Chattanooga Has a Dirty Past……….



The Beginning of Industrialization

• In 1816, John Ross, later Principal Chief of the 
Cherokee Indians, established a trading post, 
Ross’s Landing, 2000 feet north of here, on the 
banks of the Tennessee River’s turbulent 
waters.  In 1839, the City of Chattanooga was 
incorporated in the area John Ross had 
established.  A black mark in our nation’s 
history is that the Cherokee Nation was forcibly 
removed by Federal troops in 1838 and 1839 at 
the direction of President Andrew Jackson in 
violation of a U.S. Supreme Court order.  The 
“Trail of Tears” removal of the Cherokee Nation  
to what is now Oklahoma resulted in the death 
of nearly one quarter of the Cherokees.

• The “iron horse” arrived in 1850 ending
Chattanooga’s isolation and converted it into a
focal point for commerce.



The Post-Civil War South

After the Civil War, many Southern leaders 
advocated economic reconciliation with the 
North and industrial development as the keys to 
a better future. The attraction of capital and 
industry from the North and foreign countries 
became a continuing pursuit, and the South 
became, as some have put it, “industrially 
articulate.” Inspired by promoters like Henry W. 
Grady of Atlanta, the concept of a “New South” 
with a balanced economy of agriculture and 
industry became a regional crusade. 



Post-Civil War Industrialization

After the Civil War, Chattanooga became a 
center for the agents of northern financiers 
who were investing in the area hoping to 
exploit iron deposits and virgin timber or to 
take advantage of tax breaks and other 
subsidies being offered to lure industry to 
the “New South.” Within 20 years, 
Chattanooga was an iron-making center 
considered the iron-making capital of the 
South. 



“New Deal” Prosperity . . . 

•The abundance of natural 
resources, such as coal and a 
powerful river, attracted 
industry.

• In the 1930’s, TVA began 
constructing dams for flood 
control and hydroelectric power 
which supplied inexpensive 
electricity for industry.

•Continued development 
brought Chattanooga to the
per capita ranking of 8th in the 
nation for industry in 1974.



. . . and Pollution

•But the economic success 
also brought smokestacks 
pumping black smoke from 
the burning of soft coal into 
the air

• In fact, many thought 
billowing smokestacks 
represented economic 
success



The Long Struggle to Control Air Pollution

1926: 
Pass Boiler Inspection/
Smoke Control 
Ordinance

1949: The City & County 
pass Air Pollution 
Ordinance giving the 
Bureau of Smoke 
Abatement a measure 
of control over all 
sources of air pollution.

1956: The federal and 
state health 
departments 
conducted a six month 
study where 
responsibility was 
addressed.

Local air pollution 
control agencies were 
to address local 
problems.

A state air pollution 
control agency should 
be formed to assist 
local agencies as 
needed.



Topographical & Meteorological Struggles

• Temperature Inversions: Warm air 
from the mountains traps cool air from 
the valley holding air pollution within the 
city like steam within a lidded pot.

• Annual Average Inversions: 
Chattanooga experiences approximately 
175 days each year of thermal inversions. 
Warm air from the mountains traps cool 
air from the valley holding air pollution 
within the city like steam within a lidded 
pot.

• Low Wind Speed: Chattanooga’s 
average wind speed is 6.6 mph.  Wind 
speeds of 35 mph are needed to intermix 
the inversion.



Women’s stockings disintegrated when they walked 
outside and men brought an extra white shirt because 

the one they wore to work would be gray.



The HEW ranked Chattanooga 
as 

“worst in the nation 
for the period of 
1961-65” 
for particulate air pollution.

Concentrations averaged
“200% above the maximum 
set by the U.S.”

Chattanooga is Ranked as the Dirtiest                   
City in the United States



Chattanooga Celebrates with 

October 20-26, 1972



Clean-up Brings National Attention

Nat ional  A ir  Pol lut ion Control  Assoc iat ion 
awards  Chattanooga 1 st place  in  their  Annual  
C leaner  Air  Week ceremonies  recogniz ing  
their  pol lut ion control  progress .

Chattanooga is the only city in the nation to be awarded 
the Quality of Life Award in the category of air pollution 
abatement by air-conscious magazine, The Environment.

“This city was known as the most polluted city in the 
nation.  Now Chattanooga is rated as one of the cleanest 
cities.” – U.S. News and World Report



Chattanooga Gets National Press



Chattanooga Meets All Federal Air Pollution Health-Based 
Standards for 1st Time in 1989

“Twenty years ago Chattanooga was one of the worst offenders in the 
nation in terms of its air pollution levels . . . Today, in contrast, the City 
is in compliance with EPA primary standards for particulates.  Certainly 

you have come a long way, and your progress can serve as a model 
for other communities faced with similar problems.” 

– Lee Thomas, EPA Administrator, Dec. 1989

1969 1990



Clean-Up Encourages the Revitalization of                                                                                 
The “Scenic City”

•Goal: Create a “sustainable community” where 
both people and nature can prosper
•Tennessee Aquarium served as catalyst for change
•Rebuild the Riverfront and provide public spaces and 

events for people to help eliminate social, racial, and 
economic barriers which existed
•Electric buses (one of the largest fleets in the world)
•Expansion of greenways
•Redevelopment of the Southside and brownfield sites 
•Rebuild neighborhoods to improve socio-economic 

conditions and quality of life
•The “Chattanooga Way”



Chattanooga’s “Can Do” Message Spurs Broader Social & 

Environmental Movement in the Community



Tennessee Aquarium and Riverfront



Electric Shuttle Fleet



Greenways & Walking Trails



Early Action Compact
Developing a plan to meet  
the 2000 85 ppb ozone 
standard



Measures Adopted

•Ozone Season Burning Ban

•Stage 1 Vapor Recovery

•Automobile Inspections (I&M)

•Reduced Truck Speed Limits

•Ozone/PM2.5 Alert Program 
(Action Days)

•Diesel School Bus Retrofit

(Before the Southeastern             
Diesel  Collaborative)

All measures were implemented by 2005



"Attainment" Brings New Industry
Just  3 months after being designated as in attainment of the 

ozone standard, Volkswagen chose Chattanooga as the location 
to build their new North American vehicle assembly plant.



Welcome to Chattanooga.  Enjoy your 
time here and Thank You for what you 
do to improve our air quality and our 
lives !!!  Enjoy a Coke and a smile ! 



Without the cooperation among government, industry and concerned citizens, 
the progress Chattanooga has made would not have been possible.  


