
REJECT THE PROPOSED STADIUM DEAL 

By Bob Mendes1 
February 14, 2023 

 The proposed $2.1 billion stadium deal should be rejected. It’s not good for the 
city or its finances. It’s too large of a subsidy with not enough benefit for Nashville. 

 As chair of the Metro Council’s East Bank Stadium Committee, I’ve had a front 
row seat for the negotiations. Our committee has compiled an unprecedented amount of 
information about the proposed deal. You can find our committee materials here.  

One of the ground rules for our committee is that we are only gathering 
information. The committee is not going to vote to approve or disapprove the deal. Our 
job has been to gather information to allow the public, individual Council members, and 
our standing committees to deliberate about the proposal. 

Now that we are getting closer to a final vote, it’s time for me to explain in more 
detail why I believe the proposal should be rejected. 

 

How to think about the deal? 

 There are two ways I am approaching this deal – based on big picture vision and 
based on the numbers. 

About vision, I wrote in January 2022: 

“To me, if the financial terms are satisfactory, this project matches 
up better with a long-term vision. More people will be moving to 
Nashville whether we like it or not. Having higher density and close 
in options for where people can live and work is a strong plus. But 
we’ll have to see whether building the East Bank will break the 
bank, and we’ll all be cautious about believing there is a genuine 
desire to tilt it toward neighborhood and not tourism.” 

This test still applies. Are the financial terms satisfactory? Are we getting a 
neighborhood or just more downtown for tourists?  

About the numbers, the easiest way to think about the options are to look at 
stadium costs plus neighborhood costs in two scenarios – one to upgrade Nissan 
Stadium, and the other to build a new stadium. This is a balance of four numbers – the 
cost to upgrade Nissan Stadium, the cost of a new stadium, and Metro’s spending on a 
new neighborhood in each scenario. 

 The Mayor’s Office and the team have pushed hard since May 2022 to convince 
us that the cost of upgrading Nissan Stadium is too high and that we should just ignore 

 
1 Bob Mendes is an at-large member of Nashville’s Metro Council. Bob is a former Chair of the Council 
Budget & Finance Committee and the current chair of the East Bank Stadium Committee. You can find 
links to Bob’s previous posts about the proposed new football stadium here. 

 

https://www.nashville.gov/departments/council/resources/east-bank-stadium-committee
https://www.mendesfornashville.com/news/where-are-we-going
https://www.mendesfornashville.com/news/category/Stadium
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new neighborhood costs. Don’t buy that hype. Instead, compare the combined stadium 
and neighborhood costs for a new stadium versus a renovation. 

 

Perspectives 

Much of this memo talks about the team and the Mayor’s Office shifting positions 
and talking points over the last year. It matters to understand why people shift positions. 
Sometimes a perspective genuinely changes as more information is gathered. 
Sometimes wrong impressions due to imprecise language need to be fixed. Sometimes 
people are mostly good-intentioned but try to slide a general concept by without 
explaining the nuances. And sometimes, it’s just disingenuous. 

With the stadium process over the last year, in a some situations, I think claims 
changed because more was learned. More frequently, there has been aggressive spin 
that needs to be unpacked and understood. In just a few situations, it’s hard for me to 
see an honest explanation for spin that didn’t tell the whole truth.  

I will not shy away from describing the shifting positions. Everyone will need to 
make their own decisions about whether it’s just another day in politics, or if it 
undermines their faith in the deal. 

 

Basic facts 

Over the last year, I have been aware of the gap between, on one hand, the full-
time communications staff of the Mayor’s Office combined with the army of lobbyists 
and media relations people hired by the team and, on the other hand, part-time Council 
members with no dedicated staff. 

For several of the facts I’ll discuss here, the narrative from the Mayor’s Office and 
the team was able to stand for six months or longer before being shown as incomplete 
or inaccurate. Unfortunately, in the public dialogue about the stadium, once something 
has been “true” for six months, it’s hard to change that perspective even if the “true” fact 
was actually false from the start. 

As I lay out the facts as I know them, I understand that some of them are counter 
to the official narrative still being pitched by the administration. I’d ask that you keep an 
open mind and decide for yourself what’s right and what’s not. 

The proposed new neighborhood is tied directly to there being a new stadium. 

 A year ago, Mayor Cooper argued that the city needs “Nashville’s next great 
neighborhood” to pay for the football stadium. In a January 6, 2022, article, the 
Tennessean quoted the Mayor: 

“It’s going to be important to present to the community a stadium-
solve which allows us to not only keep the team and to have a 
Super Bowl, but that has no burden on the general taxpayer,” 

https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/2022/01/07/nissan-stadium-upgrades-plans-underway-tennessee-titans/9093029002/
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Cooper said. “A lot of the work that’s been going on is then creating 
Nashville’s next great neighborhood around the stadium.” 

This was the administration’s pitch until a few months later, when the media 
started adding the cost of the stadium and the cost of East Bank infrastructure together 
to get a price tag around $3 billion. The Scene said this most directly in its May 17, 
2022, piece Mayor’s Proposed Stadium District Pushes $3 Billion. The same day, the 
Nashville Business Journal also tied the neighborhood infrastructure costs to the 
stadium. 

In the days around these articles in May, I became aware of a push from the 
Mayor’s communications staff to tell the media that the East Bank and the stadium are 
two totally separate things. Under this new messaging, each of the stadium and East 
Bank development supposedly could exist without the other. This prompted me to write 
this May 18 blog post questioning those claims.  

I knew then that the Mayor’s Office and the team have bigger bullhorns than I do. 
As a result, if they were shifting to claim that East Bank development and stadium 
negotiations are completely separate, I’d have an uphill battle reminding everyone that 
this messaging was new in May 2022 as a result of some media outlets reporting that 
the total stadium and East Bank spending was pushing over $3 billion. 

Since May 2022, the Mayor also has started to talk about building a new TPAC 
on the East Bank and we have seen that all the East Bank drawings show PSC Metals 
as being gone. Conservatively, adding a new TPAC to the East Bank and deleting and 
remediating PSC Metals would push the approximately $750 million of currently 
proposed East Bank general obligation bond spending well over $1 billion. 

There is no reasonable way to think that a new stadium or a new neighborhood 
will be built without the other. For this reason, you have to think about the costs of both. 

Titans are a backstop on future repair costs – Metro pays first. 

 At the same time that the administration shifted to claim stadium development 
and neighborhood development were separate things, they and the team also began a 
coordinated effort to claim that a new stadium deal would require the Titans to take over 
the burden of future improvements. 

 The Titans were quoted in June 2022 saying, “..we want to find a solution with 
the city to take the taxpayer out of that position and put ourselves in that position so that 
we can take on that burden.” This followed a May 2022 op-ed in the Tennessean by 
Mayor Cooper where he said, “The Titans will take on the financial responsibility of 
maintaining the stadium.” Unfortunately, this coordinated talking point was misleading. 

 To be more accurate, the statement should have been, “They Titans will take on 
the financial responsibility of maintaining a new stadium USING HUNDREDS OF 
MILLIONS OF TAXPAYER DOLLARS.” 

 For months, the Mayor’s Office and the team continued to push the idea that the 
team is taking Metro “off the hook” for future new stadium improvement costs. Through 

https://www.nashvillescene.com/news/pithinthewind/mayor-s-proposed-stadium-district-pushes-3-billion/article_87162272-d5a5-11ec-8bc1-3f454d50c2bb.html
https://www.bizjournals.com/nashville/news/2022/05/17/east-bank-capital-improvements-budget.html
https://www.bizjournals.com/nashville/news/2022/05/17/east-bank-capital-improvements-budget.html
https://www.mendesfornashville.com/news/east-bank-dev-separate-from-stadium
https://www.mainstreet-nashville.com/news/ceo-titans-would-take-on-that-burden-of-maintenance-at-new-stadium/article_85cac28a-e430-11ec-88eb-23fa706444fd.html
https://www.tennessean.com/story/opinion/2022/05/12/mayor-cooper-nashvilles-new-football-stadium-not-burden/9732484002/
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the summer and early fall, during East Bank Stadium Committees, we pushed back on 
these claims. 

 By the time the deal was announced in October 2022, the team shifted to 
describing its role as a “backstop” for future stadium improvements. While “backstop” is 
a lot closer to accurate, this still distracts from the reality that the financing plan seeks to 
ensure that the “backstop” never gets used. If there were any significant risk that the 
team would have to use a lot of its own money to improve or upgrade the new stadium 
in the future, I don’t think the team would do the deal. 

 It is also important to mention that the spin job from May through October – the 
claim that the Titans will pay for future stadium improvements – is still largely viewed as 
true still today even though the administration and the team pivoted months ago to the 
“backstop” talking point. 

 The bottom line is that the stadium deal will rely on hundreds of millions of dollars 
of public tax dollars for future stadium improvements, with those public funds being 
administered by the team. 

It doesn’t cost $1.8 billion for Metro to honor the existing lease. 

 In January 2022, the dollar amount the team and Mayor’s Office leaked to the 
Tennessean was “up to $600 million in upgrades at the 23-year-old stadium over three 
seasons.” According to that leaked vision, Metro would pay $300 million to honor 
obligations under the current lease and, according to Titans’ CEO Burke Nihill, the team 
would pay another $300 million to make the facility “world-class.” This bears repeating – 
just one year ago, both the team and the Mayor thought that the price to comply with the 
current lease was $300 million. And just one year ago, both the team and the Mayor 
were willing to clearly distinguish between the “amount Metro has to pay under the 
lease” and the ”amount to build the Titans’ preferred ‘world-class’ renovation.” 

By May 2022, according to the Nashville Scene, the Titan were publicly 
estimating that “Nashville is on the hook for $1.8 billion in maintenance and 
renovations.” In four months, the supposed Metro obligation under the lease grew 
sixfold and the parties stopped acknowledging a distinction between the “amount Metro 
has to pay under the lease” and the team’s “preferred ‘world-class’ renovation.” 

 By the time of the October 17, 2022, stadium deal announcement, the Mayor was 
still pushing the new higher lease obligation number. His press release to announce the 
deal terms was entitled, “New Stadium Proposal Relieves Taxpayer Burden of at Least 
$1.75 Billion.” 

 Ultimately, through the work of the East Bank Stadium Committee, we were able 
to show conclusively by the end of November 2022 that this talking point was false. 
There is no credible argument that Metro’s obligation under the current stadium lease is 
anything close to $1.8 billion. Instead, that number is the price of a super-extravagant 
set of stadium improvements preferred by the team that are well beyond anything 
required under the current lease. 

https://www.tennesseetitans.com/news/titans-city-of-nashville-agree-to-terms-for-new-lease-new-stadium
https://www.tennesseetitans.com/news/titans-city-of-nashville-agree-to-terms-for-new-lease-new-stadium
https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/2022/01/07/nissan-stadium-upgrades-plans-underway-tennessee-titans/9093029002/
https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/2022/01/07/nissan-stadium-upgrades-plans-underway-tennessee-titans/9093029002/
https://www.nashvillescene.com/news/pithinthewind/titans-estimate-nissan-stadium-liabilities-at-1-8-billion/article_2c07c22a-adb7-5470-b6a3-9d31bc6c7a3a.html
https://www.nashville.gov/departments/mayor/news/new-stadium-proposal-relieves-taxpayer-burden-least-175-billion
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 I don’t want to belabor this point, but the Mayor’s own consultant, VSG, told the 
Scene that they were not qualified to determine Metro’s minimum obligation under the 
current lease. And if you want a sample of how hard it was to get the proof that $1.8 
billion represents a “preferred renovation,” you can review the emails in this piece by 
The Center Square. 

 Here again though, we see how the bully pulpit is powerful. For nearly six 
months, the Mayor’s Office hammered at the idea that Metro owes $1.8 billion under the 
current lease. As recently as early February 2023, I heard the Mayor say (and I’m 
paraphrasing only slightly), “Is the liability $1.8 billion? Is it a billion dollars? I think it is 
well over a billion dollars.” So even now, the $1.8 billion talking point persists despite 
the fact that Metro has no public assessment or assertion about the true liability under 
the lease. 

What are best guesses about the cost to honor the existing lease? 

 We know that Metro’s obligation under the current lease is definitely not $1.8 
billion. And we know that Metro has no public analysis of its minimum obligation under 
the current lease. What is the cost of the lease obligation then? 

 There are three data points I consider. First, at the highest level, I believe that 
billionaires don’t become billionaires or stay billionaires by giving away billions. The 
premise we are being sold is that Metro supposedly owes $1.8 billion on the current 
lease and the team supposedly is going to accept a Metro contribution of “only” $760 
million for the new stadium. This means that I have to believe that the Tennessee Titans 
are essentially forgiving one billion dollars that Metro owes? Well, I don’t believe that. 

I’m not trying to insult anyone. I’m just saying multi-billion dollar operations are 
not in the habit of gifting a billion dollars of value to their business partners. From this 
perspective alone, the claim that Metro owes $1.8 billion under the current lease was 
always nonsense. 

 The second data point recognizes that the best way to determine the value of 
something is to see what price is agreed on by a willing buyer and a willing seller. If you 
have ever watched the Pawn Stars reality show, you’ve seen the guy who walks in the 
shop thinking his vintage thingamajig is worth $50,000…and fifteen minutes later he 
walks out having agreed to accept $500. His thingamajig was never worth $50,000 just 
because he said it was.  

On our stadium deal, the best evidence of what Metro owes under the current 
lease is that the two parties with consultants, lawyers, accountants, and massive 
budgets agreed that Metro will pay $760 million. That’s a pretty good data point about 
Metro’s liability under the current lease. 

 Third, there is data about what it has cost to renovate other stadiums. The East 
Bank Stadium Committee received that information in a presentation on November 17, 
2022. Here’s the list: 

https://www.nashvillescene.com/news/pithinthewind/city-whiffs-on-determining-nissan-stadium-liability/article_501e165e-5bb9-11ed-adc4-7f85a99719c0.html
https://www.nashvillescene.com/news/pithinthewind/city-whiffs-on-determining-nissan-stadium-liability/article_501e165e-5bb9-11ed-adc4-7f85a99719c0.html
https://www.thecentersquare.com/tennessee/tennessee-titans-stadium-1-9b-upgrade-proposal-released-after-public-denials/article_5cc4ab90-725f-11ed-94b0-87f2102f7f34.html
https://www.thecentersquare.com/tennessee/tennessee-titans-stadium-1-9b-upgrade-proposal-released-after-public-denials/article_5cc4ab90-725f-11ed-94b0-87f2102f7f34.html
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Source: See page 12 of this presentation. 

These three data points are not specific enough to identify the exact amount of 
Metro’s lease obligation. For me, they indicate a current lease obligation less than $1 
billion, and probably much less than that.  

The new stadium is not free to the “general taxpayer.” 

 Even with all the dedicated revenue streams for a new stadium, there are direct 
costs to Metro taxpayers to build the new football stadium. For example, the State of 
Tennessee will contribute $500 million directly. Since Metro is 10% of the population of 
the State, at least 10% ($50 million) can be considered a direct cost to Metro taxpayers.  

 Then, as a result of the State offering Metro the $500 million last year, this year, 
the State is having to offer $350 million to Memphis to upgrade its sports facilities. 
Nashville’s 10% of that is another $35 million. Any balancing of costs cannot ignore this 
substantial direct cost to Nashville residents to build a new stadium. It’s not free to 
taxpayers as claimed by the administration. 

 Sometimes, when I mention this point, someone will remind me that these are 
state dollars and don’t impact the Metro government. That’s true. But from the 
perspective of our Davidson County taxpayers, either way, it’s $85 million of their tax 
dollars being spent directly on sports stadiums. 

The new neighborhood is not free to the “general taxpayer.” 

 The proposed new stadium financing plan requires Metro to pay for the costs of 
building a new neighborhood around the stadium. The term sheet also requires Metro to 

https://www.nashville.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/Public-Investment-Sports-Stadiums-Prof-JC-Bradbury-11.17.22.pdf?ct=1668726088
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provide 2,000 parking spaces. This cost is not included in the $2.1 billion stadium site 
construction costs. If these spaces are provided in structured parking decks, I estimate 
the cost to be no less than $25,000 per spot — or at least $50 million of addition cost to 
Metro. The team would keep all of the revenue from these 2,000 parking spaces for all 
events held in the new stadium.  

In addition to the cost of the parking spaces, the term sheet obligates Metro to 
pay all “Campus Infrastructure” costs. The term sheet does not identify a cost for this. 

 These large costs – where we don’t know the dollar amounts yet – further 
undermine the idea that the stadium deal is free to taxpayers. And, as discussed earlier, 
none of these costs take into account the possibility of buying PSC Metals and repairing 
environmental damage at that site. 

The existing stadium revenue streams will support substantial borrowing. 

 The Mayor’s Office ignores that there are existing revenue streams available to 
help pay to upgrade Nissan Stadium. For this reason, a hypothetical $500 million 
upgrade wouldn’t require Metro to issue $500 million of new general obligation bonds. 

 The Mayor’s Office has provided an analysis of revenue sources for a new 
stadium. They broke it down between existing revenue sources and new ones. That 
analysis shows that existing revenue sources for Nissan Stadium will generate $445.1 
million in revenue between now and the end of the current lease, if extended, in 2039. 

 
 Source: See the last page here. 

https://www.nashville.gov/sites/default/files/2023-01/EB-Stadium-Questions-from-Council-FOR-PUBLISHING-1.10.23.pdf?ct=1673385155
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 When you are balancing the amount of Metro general obligation bonds required 
for a new stadium versus an upgraded stadium, you cannot ignore the fact that the 
existing Nissan Stadium revenue streams will generate $445.1 million in revenue 
through 2039 to support an upgrade.  

The State giveth and the State taketh 

 Over the last year, deal proponents have argued that, with so much funding and 
so many dedicated revenue sources from the State of Tennessee, it would be foolish to 
not use every penny of it. 

 I’ll gloss over the fact that every professional economist in America thinks this 
argument is wrong. Economists instead are quick to point out that there is not unlimited 
tax revenue in a jurisdiction. Just because you raise “tourist taxes” doesn’t mean 
tourists have any more money to spend when they come to town. People don’t have 
another $100 to spend just because you tax them another $100. Creating dedicated 
revenue streams siphons off available tax revenue that could be used for other 
government purposes. 

 For now though, let’s ignore the experts who study these things for a living and 
focus on the risk of relying on the State of Tennessee for substantial dedicated revenue 
streams. 

 Our convention center, the Music City Center, is funded largely by dedicated 
sales tax and hotel occupancy tax. There are the same two primary revenue sources 
that would support a new football stadium. At the time of publication, there is a state bill 
pending to fully terminate this dedicated revenue for the convention center. Although the 
Speaker of the House has questioned whether the State may legally remove the 
convention center dedicated funding, he is clear that the Metro government should not 
be benefiting from these funding sources. 

 We need to keep our eye on this because the football stadium term sheet, at 
page 13, says that the Metro government would get up to $25 million per year from the 
new stadium 130-acre sales tax capture zone. Recent events show that there is now a 
serious risk that the State will one day snatch this revenue from the stadium. If that 
happened, Metro would find itself a few years down the road having to fill a $25 million 
per year budget hole. 

 The State’s threats with the convention center should make everyone nervous 
about whether Metro will be able to get $25 million per year from the stadium tax 
capture zone, as described in the term sheet. 

It’s all floodplain 

 In Nashville’s 2010 flood, the only part of the East Bank that stayed dry was the 
footprint of the proposed new football stadium. Everything else was underwater. 

https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/politics/2023/01/27/tennessee-senate-bill-would-defund-nashville-convention-center/69849196007/
https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/politics/2023/01/27/tennessee-senate-bill-would-defund-nashville-convention-center/69849196007/
https://www.bizjournals.com/nashville/news/2023/02/08/tn-gop-defund-convention-center-legislation-bill.html
https://www.bizjournals.com/nashville/news/2023/02/08/tn-gop-defund-convention-center-legislation-bill.html
https://www.nashville.gov/sites/default/files/2022-10/Resolution-term-sheet-conditions-agreements-East-Bank-Stadium.pdf?ct=1666384498
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 If the Metro government has figured out how to raise the entire East Bank out of 
the floodplain or if Metro has studied the impact of a raised East Bank on downtown or 
down river, that information hasn’t been shared with me. 

Getting the land back 

 The team and the mayor make a big deal about how the new stadium deal will 
return some of the land around Nissan Stadium to Metro’s control. They argue the 
development rights for this land have enormous value and, therefore, getting the land 
back for Metro is valuable. 

 I don’t buy this argument. Falling back on market economic principles, we know 
the Titans have not developed the land even though they have had the right to do so. 
Why would they not develop the land? If the development rights are so enormously 
valuable, why have they passed on that? Of course, you know the answer. It’s the Pawn 
Stars situation again – our thingamajig (i.e., the development rights) is only valuable if 
you invest in substantial restoration (i.e., someone builds a street grid with utilities in a 
recently-flooded floodplain next to a navigable waterway). Without the substantial 
restoration, the value of our thingamajig is impaired. 

 The land around the stadium has value. But the administration does the public a 
disservice when it talks as if there is only profit to be made for the city while glossing 
over the large development costs and risk that comes with a project this large. 

The Titans’ ownership ranks low on wealth, by NFL standards 

 The Titan’s ownership is regularly ranked as having among the lowest net worth 
among NFL owners. In a recent ranking, they came in as #25 out of 32, with an 

https://www.profootballnetwork.com/nfl-richest-owners-net-worth-ranked/


REJECT THE PROPOSED STADIUM DEAL 
Page 10 
 
 
 

estimated net worth of $1.6 billion. For comparison, the top ten owners in the league all 
have a net worth over $10 billion, with #1 coming in at $59.8 billion. 

 This wealth disparity among league owners matters. When you look at the 
spectacular stadiums in the league, they were built largely or entirely with private money 
from team owners. And in each case, the owners who are building spectacular stadiums 
have ten or more times as much wealth as the Titan’s ownership. 

 

How do the options compare? 

The Mayor’s Office has not provided enough numbers to do a complete cost-
benefit analysis. I believe that building a new stadium and the required new 
neighborhood will cost more Metro general obligation bond debt than renovating Nissan 
Stadium. Once the spin is stripped away and once you focus on the cost to build a new 
neighborhood in a floodplain, the costs of the new stadium proposal are too high. 

When I blend in the cost to Metro taxpayers for the State’s $500 million 
contribution and the risk of the State changing the financing rules in future years, the 
balance weighs even more in favor of upgrading Nissan Stadium. 

 

Are there other alternatives? 

When confronted with these arguments, the administration often falls back on 
suggesting there are no other options. That’s not true. 

The current lease goes through 2027. The team has not yet exercised its right to 
extend the lease to 2039. The team might decide to not extend their lease. I’m not 
suggesting they should leave. But we have to remain aware that the NFL has previously 
left Houston, Baltimore, St. Louis, Oakland, Los Angeles, and San Diego. We should 
not ignore that precedent or be afraid of it. 

The team also could decide to bring in a new partner so that they can afford to 
pay for their preferred renovation or a new stadium. There is no reason for state and 
local taxpayers to provide the largest public subsidy in the history of U.S. professional 
sports. That’s not a place where Nashville should be a leader. 

 

Conclusion – I cannot support the current proposal. 

For all these reasons, I think the financial terms are not good enough and I think 
the financing plan will force the area more toward tourism than being a neighborhood. I 
cannot support the current new stadium proposal. I hope the Mayor’s Office and the 
team go back to the drawing board and find a better path. 
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