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“This plan is not only 
about where we are as a 
community, 
     

Athens Adapts Steering 
Committee member

it’s about where   
        we’re going.”
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Executive Summary
Why a climate change ‘resilience and action’ plan? Climate change has 
the potential to disrupt many rural communities in the United States, 
particularly those who are vulnerable to changing precipitation patterns, 
as is the southeastern Ohio region (Niemeyer, 2018). Climate resiliency 
planning has the potential to increase employment opportunities in the 
region, and the City of Athens could become a sustainability and resiliency 
leader in the State with this plan – all while safeguarding its future against 
impending threats. The City already has strong environmental stewardship 
values, exemplified in its Environment and Sustainability Commission. This 
plan is ripe for the future of Athens. 

With the ideas put forth in these pages, as well as in other strategic 
planning documents, Athens could incentivize students to ‘stick around’ in 
the City after graduation. An agricultural emphasis within the City’s climate 
efforts could create a new, burgeoning employment sector, one that is 
in-line with the City’s local food scene and one that could be diversified 
from the Ohio University’s potentially disrupting pull, especially as higher 
education institutions refinance in the post-COVID era. Regenerative and 
nature-based agricultural production, often found in local, small-scale 
farms, can have a real impact on sequestering carbon (for climate change) 
and provide livelihoods for folks in the region (employment).  

The planning team hopes that the guidance put forth in this document 
ignites a united vision for everyone in Athens, regardless of if they’re a 
first-year student or a lifelong resident. Onward!

Athens Adapts Steering 
Committee member
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Key Findings
Located an hour-and-a-half southeast of 
Columbus, Athens is perhaps most famous 
for being Ohio University’s main campus 
location. The third-highest campus for 
enrollment numbers in the State of Ohio, 
Ohio University was home to over 22,000 
undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral-
seeking students in the fall of 2019 
(StateUniversity.com, 2020) (Ohio University, 
2020). The City of Athens’ population has 
grown steadily since 2010 (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2019), but so has the university’s 
total enrollment numbers in that same period 
(Ohio University, 2020b). While the City 
of Athens had an estimated population of 
24,984 in 2019, the university’s presence as 
an educational institution in the southeastern 
Ohio region undoubtedly had an impact on 
this population total (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2019).  

Ohio University is both an economic driver and 
major employer in the southeast Ohio region.

Community Summary

In fact, Ohio University is both a major 
attractor as a higher education institution and 
a major employer in the region. An estimated 
32.3 percent of all the City’s public and 
privately held jobs in 2018 were attributed 
to Educational Services; Health Care and 
Social Assistance came in second at 18.4 
percent (OnTheMap, 2020). Analyzing 
statistics and trends of the City with/
without Ohio University as a factor will be 
challenging for this project. This association/
dependence on the university presents one 
of the biggest challenges for the City of 
Athens in the decades to come.
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Ohio University students are both politically 
and economically active in Athens. Photo credit 
WOUB.

The Athens Farmer’s Market is a well-traveled 
weekly event in the community. Photo credit 
ClutchMOV.

The Hockhocking Adena Bikeway is a popular 
weekend activity for local residents and visitors. 
Photo credit TripAdvisor.

Additionally, approximately 68 percent of 
the City’s housing stock is renter-owned, 
compared to 34 percent in the State – 
nearly double the State’s total. This statistic 
is indicative of the large proportion of 
students in the general population, as well 
as a potentially transient population, which 
has implications for stability in the City’s 
economic development aims (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2019). 

An estimated 16 percent of all families live 
below the poverty line, compared to 9.2 
percent in the State (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2019). Household income is also lower 
than the State’s, with the City of Athens 
having a median income of $32,360 in 2019, 
compared to the median household income 
of $58,642 in Ohio for the same year (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2019). This income statistic 
is also potentially skewed, due to the large 
student population in the City, most of whom 
are generally part-time employed if employed 
at all. For instance, the U.S. Census Bureau 
(2019) reports that 21 percent of the City 
population made less than $10,000 a year in 
2019, compared to 6.3 percent in the whole 
State.   



fdfdf

Photo credit Ohio University



fdfdf

Existing Conditions

Section 3



14 Athens Adapts | Climate Resilience & Action Plan

The City of Athens has the potential to 
diversify its economic base while preparing 
for and adapting to climate change – all 
within the next three decades. While 
the City’s population has grown since 
at least 2010, a majority of the current 
growth and proportion of the population is 
representative of students attending Ohio 
University, Athens’ primary employer and 
economic driver in the surrounding region. 
The following data depict key demographic 
statistics as well as key areas in climate-
related metrics, such as the proportion 
of renewable energy sources powering 
residential structures, in Athens to date. 

Based on the following data, the planning 
team recommends additional investments in 
additional transportation infrastructure, such 
as dedicated bike lanes and an increase in 
electric vehicle charging stations, to lessen 
the City’s dependence on fossil fuels. 

Current Trends

Existing Conditions

23,484

24,984

2010-2019
Total Population

Population Age Distribution, 2019

76%

6%
12%

7%

<15 19-34 35-59 60+

4.87

0
Miles of arterial 
road with 
sharrows or bike 
lanes 

Miles of 
dedicated or 
separated-
from-traffic 
bike lanes 
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65.6%
Residential 
Energy 
Consumed from 
Renewable 
Sources (kWh) 

~30% of the land and structures in 
Athens lie within a Special Flood 
Hazard Area (SFHA)

The proportion of individuals under the 
age of 35 is significant in the overall 
population of the City. Athens can ‘tap’ 
into this demographic by creating and/or 
funding employment opportunities in the 
renewable energy industry, for example, 
which would provide both jobs and a path 
forward for addressing climate change in the 
southeastern Ohio region. 

Sources: United States Census Bureau (2019), City of Athens (n.d.), Athens Sustainability Action 
Plan (2018), PlugsShare (2021), Freepik on Flaticon (2021)
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The City of Athens has a variety of land uses 
within its roughly 10 square miles. As shown 
in the map on the opposite page, Athens is 
located strategically along US Highways 33 
and 50, without any adjacent cities or towns 
‘bumping up’ against it. The Hocking River 
is a primary ecological feature, providing 
the City with freshwater access, recreational 
opportunities, and a scenic view along the 
riverfront. The Hocking may also pose both 
challenges and opportunities with impending 
climate change risks, likely playing a central 
role in increased rainfall and anticipated 
flooding. 

Athens also has a variety of land uses 
within its jurisdiction, as showcased in 
the maps on the following pages in this 
section. A commercial corridor along E State 
St. primarily serves the broader Athens 
community, with restaurants, retail shopping, 
and larger grocery stores. Residential 
streets with both single-family homes and 
rental units populate the housing market 
throughout Athens. Ohio University takes up 
a large footprint in the southeastern portion 
of the City limits. 

Residential example: Shannon Ave.

Commercial example: E State St. 

Land Uses

Existing Conditions

Educational example: Ohio University 
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Context Map
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Study Area

This particular study area was chosen for this plan because of its close proximity to 
the Hocking River, US Highways 33 and 50, and its mix of residential, commercial, and 
educational land uses. 
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Land Uses

This map showcases all of the land uses by type in the selected study area. The Educational 
land uses, shown here in blue, depicts Ohio University’s outsized presence in the City. 
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100-Year Floodplain

This map shows the 100-year flood projections for the study area, as collected by the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Increased rainfall events and intensities of flooding 
are more likely as climate change intensifies over the next 30-70 years. 
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Watersheds & Wells

Increased flooding may disrupt watershed ecosystems with invasive species and outsourced 
pollutants, which could lead to contaminated freshwater resources, like the freshwater wells 
shown here in this map. 
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Engaging with Athens
The planning team engaged with the 
community in Athens through a variety 
of in-person and virtual engagement 
opportunities throughout the duration of this 
process. The community’s input is vital to the 
success of the plan’s adoption and eventual 
implementation. 

A dedicated project website was created 
at the onset of the project, so that folks in 
the community could be directed to a web-
based resource to learn more at any time. 
Social media pages/accounts were created 
with Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter, to 
engage with community members and reach 
out to folks for event times and additional 
information (@AthensAdapts). 

Twelve public meetings were held throughout 
the 13-month process at multiple locations 
in the community, including at the Athens 
Public Library, Alden Library, Dairy Barn Arts 
Center, and on the grounds of Dow Lake. 
Highlighted on the right-hand side of this 
page are key engagement figures captured 
with this public input. 

Public Engagement

1,750

12

unique comments 
received

public meetings 
throughout the process

+500
unique visits to project 
website
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Twelve public meetings were 
held throughout the planning 
process, in order to engage 
with as many members of 
the Athens community who 
wanted to participate in this 
process. This poster to the 
left represents one piece of 
the marketing collateral that 
announced the plan’s first 
Community Open House, 
held on February 22, 2021 in 
the Athens Public Library. 

All meetings provided free 
childcare, free food supplied 
by a local Athens restaurant, 
and all of the activities 
needed to participate. 
Parking space and bike 
racks were also provided at 
each meeting location. 

The Athens Adapts planning 
team created a website 
(AthensAdapts.com) to 
post project updates and 
information. A dedicated 
social media page on 
Instagram, Twitter, and 
Facebook helped spread the 
word (@AthensAdapts). 
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One of the locations identified in 
engagement-collected ‘opportunities 
maps’ was the Stimson Ave. gateway 
into the community. Participants in 
the planning workshops noted its 
lack of welcoming signage, its lack of 
walkway or bike infrastructure, and 
its proximity to the Hocking River. 

As a proposed project in the Athens 
Adapts plan, we recommend the 
creation of a wetland park along 
the riverfront in this corridor and 
the implementation of a pedestrian-
friendly path near the wetland area. 
Vegetation along the riverfront can 
act as both a natural ‘sponge’ to 
soak up excess rain and flooding 
that may occur along the river, while 
also serving the community in its 
natural scenery. A walking/bike path 
would further connect this corridor 
with the close-by Ohio University 
campus, encouraging the use of non-
automobile transportation. 

Site 
Recommendations

Athens Adapts
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