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Introduction
In 2021, the City of Athens kicked off “Athens 

2040,” a community-wide initiative to update the 

City’s Comprehensive Master Plan (also referred 

to in this document as the “Comprehensive Plan” 

or the “Plan”). Building on past planning efforts and 

the 2013 Future Land Use and Development Plan, 

This updated Plan seeks to implement a vision 

that preserves and enhances the character of 

Athens while advancing its primary goal of guiding 

and improving the livability, economics, mobility, 

recreation, employment, services and education 

in the City. The City has identified a twenty year 

planning horizon for this project, meaning its 

recommendations and guidance should carry the 

City into the 2040s.  

This process was supported by extensive and robust 

public participation that included involvement from 

residents, business owners, local interest groups, 

city staff and elected and appointed officials. 

The updated Comprehensive Plan is the result of 

thoughtful public conversations and represents 

a path forward for the City of Athens to achieve 

its vision. The “What we’ve heard” sections under 

each of the Elements are taken from the feedback 

we received. 

Athens’ Comprehensive Plan is designed to be 

a guide for directing the future of the City by 

providing a vision and policy framework for the 

Zoning Ordinance and general fund. It also helps 

manage municipal service areas and influences 

other planning documents. The Plan should 

be used by the City Council, the Planning 

Commission, the Engineering Services and 

Community Development Department, Streets 

Department, the Utilities, Building Department, 

and other relevant City departments to evaluate 

development applications, amend ordinances, 

and plan future expenditures. Together, the 

Comprehensive Plan and its implementation tools 

ensure future decision-making that is consistent 

with the community’s vision and residents’ 

expectations for a high quality of life. 
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The Comprehensive Plan is the official adopted 

statement for future development and 

conservation in the City of Athens. It establishes 

guiding principles; analyzes existing conditions 

and emerging trends; describes and illustrates 

a plan for future development and supporting 

infrastructure; provides the City with strategies 

for sustainable, organized growth; and outlines 

steps for implementation. The Plan will provide 

an ongoing framework for informed and directed 

public investment and private development.

The Plan addresses today’s concerns about 

growth while maintaining a long-term scope that 

centers the ongoing needs and quality of life of the 

community.

The 2020 Alabama Code Section 11-52-8 requires 

cities to develop and adopt a master plan. Per AL 

Code § 11-52-9, the Plan shall be made with the 

“general purpose of guiding and accomplishing 

a coordinated, adjusted, and harmonious 

development of the municipality and its environs,” 

which will “best promote health, safety, morals, 

order, convenience, prosperity, and general 

welfare, as well as efficiency and economy in the 

process of development.” Alabama State Code 

declares that the following, among other things, 

should be included: “adequate provision for 

traffic, the promotion of safety from fire and other 

dangers, adequate provision for light and air, the 

promotion of healthful and convenient distribution 

of population, the promotion of good civic design 

and arrangement, wise and efficient expenditure of 

public funds, and the adequate provision of public 

utilities and other public requirements.” Before 

the Plan’s adoption, the Planning Commission is 

required to hold at least one public hearing and 

give notice thereof before the Plan can be adopted.

Together, the Comprehensive Plan and its 

implementation tools ensure that future decision-

making is consistent with the community’s vision and 

residents’ expectations. Ultimately, the relevance 

of the Comprehensive Plan will be measured 

by its use during everyday decision-making. 

Monitoring the Plan’s implementation should be 

an open and ongoing process, summarized each 

year in a community report card that examines 

performance, measures achievement, and reflects 

changes generated by the plan.

What is a Comprehensive Plan?
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This plan is the culmination of Athens 2040, an extensive and transparent 

community planning process that reflects many points of view. Athens 

residents, businesses, visitors, and other stakeholders participated in the 

process and contributed to the creation of this Plan. 

WE HEARD YOU
1

The Plan reflects the ideas of an entire community and includes many 

differing perspectives— a bit of something for everyone. While not everyone 

will agree with everything in this plan, it is important to consider the big 

picture, and whether the overall Plan takes Athens in the right direction.

BE A CHAMPION OF THE PLAN
2

At first glance, the plan may seem ambitious and daunting. It is important 

to understand that not everything in the plan will happen all at once, and 

some things may not happen at all. Included are some big ideas that, if 

implemented, would bring about transformative change, taking years or 

even decades to come to fruition. Other ideas are smaller and can happen 

right away. This planning process is about planting seeds and seeing what 

we can make grow under the right conditions and with careful tending. 

Within the 20-year scope of this plan,  the Guiding Principles will remain 

consistent while the specific recommendations will require periodic re-

evaluation as conditions evolve. 

UNDERSTAND THE ELEMENT OF TIME

3

A User’s Guide
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The role of this Plan is to offer a vision for the future and set a course of 

action for the City as well as for everyone who will contribute to making it 

a reality. Much of what will be needed to bring the vision to life is private 

investment on individual properties, public investment by other government 

agencies such as the Alabama Department of Transportation (ALDOT), and 

public-private partnerships. The City will have to  “set the stage” through 

supportive regulations and investments in infrastructure, but most of the 

cost and development responsibility will fall to individual private and non-

profit property owners, often in partnership with public entities. 

SUPPORT, INCENTIVIZE, AND PRIORITIZE PUBLIC 
AND PRIVATE INVESTMENT

4

Great ideas, like those presented in this plan, take time, money, and capacity. 

For the Comprehensive Plan to become a reality, residents, stakeholders, 

and City staff and elected officials must to stay involved in helping execute 

the Plan. Residents are encouraged to join a City commission, participate in 

a citizen task force, or turn out to support new projects that are in concert 

with the Plan as they come forward. 

BE A PART OF THE ACTION & 
IMPLEMENTATION TEAM5

A successful Plan will  be supported by active 

engagement and participation. Communities that 

work together, and work smartly, achieve their 

goals. 
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History of Athens 

PRE-1800
North-central Alabama is inhabited 
by the Chickasaws.

1822
Athens Female Academy is 
founded, later to become 
Athens State University.3

1807
The first United States 
settlers arrive in the 
Athens area, drawn by its 
fertile soil.1

1934
Athens becomes the first city 
in Alabama to get its electricity 
from the Tennessee Valley 
Authority (TVA).2 

1818
Athens is incorporated as a city one year before 
Alabama’s admittance to the Union, making it 
one of the oldest cities in the State.2 1861-1865

By the Civil War, Athens has become a cotton 
and railroad town. Many antebellum homes 
survive until the present day in Athens’ historic 
districts. The city is occupied and damaged by 
Union troops in the “Sack of Athens”.4

1816
The Chickasaw Nation 
cedes its claims to land 
north and east of the 
Tennessee River.2 

1870S - 1950S
The City remains an 
important location in 

North Alabama’s cotton 
and rail economy.2 

1930S - 1960S
Browns Ferry Street and Easy 
Street are local centers of 
African-American business 
and culture.5

1 https://athensalabama.us/240/History-of-Athens

2 http://encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-2604

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Athens,_Alabama

4 https://athensalabama.us/240/History-of-Athens

5 http://www.visitathensal.com/uploads/8/9/4/9/89499857/lcaahtrail_v2.pdf
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2013
“A Vision for Athens” Future 
Land Use and Development 
Plan adopted.

1974
Browns Ferry Nuclear 
Power Plant opens.

2017
Athens Zoning 
Ordinance updated.

2015
Updated Transportation 
Plan adopted.

2006
Updated Subdivision 
Regulations adopted.

2016
Circulation Plan 
adopted.

2021-2022
Athens2040 
Comprehensive Plan 
Update.

1950S - 1960S
The regional aerospace industry boom begins and 
Athens transitions from an agriculture-based economy 
to one based on Huntsville-area industries.3 
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The Public Process
The City of Athens and a consultant team led by 

Town Planning and Urban Design Collaborative 

(TPUDC) conducted an open public engagement 

process unlike any other planning effort in the City. 

The process was branded “Athens2040,” with the 

tagline, “Pathways to Excellence.” 

Over the course of three months, Athens2040 

offered a wide variety of engagement opportunities, 

using multiple creative techniques to reach a broad 

section of Athens residents and stakeholders. In 

today’s busy world, where there is no one way to 

reach people, the City of Athens went above and 

beyond to reach constituents, utilizing in-person 

and online methods to engage the public and 

solicit their input on the Plan.

The Athens2040 process saw an unexpected 

challenge as the process kicked off amid the 

Coronavirus pandemic, which led to  a hybrid 

approach of in-person events and virtual outreach. 

A project website was developed early in the 

process to share information and request input 

from the community. The City offered an array 

of engagement opportunities, using innovative 

techniques to reach a wide swath of Athens 

residents and stakeholders. Over 200 people 

participated in the process, offering ideas and 

opinions that helped shape the vision for the future 

of Athens. 

Policymaker Interviews
The consultant team conducted individual 

interviews with members of the Planning 

Commission and City Council, who play a crucial 

role in the adoption and implementation of the 

Comprehensive Plan, in order to understand their 

goals for the future of Athens.

Project Website & Social Media
TPUDC and City staff maintained a dedicated 

project website at www.Athens2040.com. The 

City’s Facebook (@AthensAlabama) and Instagram 

(@cityofathensala) accounts were used to help 

disseminate information about the project and 

upcoming events. The project website was used to 

post documents and gather public input through 

forums, map-based exercises, and more. The site 

remained active throughout the entire process, 

with more than ___ visitors and over __ individual 

visits. 

Community Kickoff
In April 2021, the Athens2040 team held a 

Community Kickoff event. Approximately 

100 residents and interested stakeholders 

attended an in-person and synchronous online 

presentation to learn more about the project 

and the comprehensive planning process, with 

over 140 views online after the presentation was 

posted. After the presentation, participants asked 

questions and provided initial feedback on what 

was most important to them regarding the future 

of Athens. 
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“On The Table” Meetings
In the early stages of the process, citizens and 

stakeholders were encouraged to host informal 

discussions with their friends, neighbors, coworkers, 

social clubs, and other small groups. Hosts were 

equipped with materials to explain the project and 

to note down participants’ thoughts, concerns, and 

ideas. 

Local organizations that hosted On The Table 

meetings included: 

Athens State University

Compton Road Coalition

Athens-Limestone County Public Library

Issues discussed in On The Table meetings 

included: 

1. Athens State University’s role in the community

2. Multimodal pathways and the need for more 

public transportation

3. Small business incubators

4. Athens State University student housing variety

5. Walkability and beautification in Downtown

4 5On the Table  |  Host Toolkit  |  Athens2040.com  |  #Athens2040
City of Athens

Powered by

About On The Table Let’s Get Started
Thank you for hosting a conversation as part of Athens 2040 On the Table. Between April 26 - June 6, 
2021, you’ll be part of an exciting, city-wide initiative to discuss what’s great about our community and ways 
to make it even better. These conversations can be hosted virtually or in person.

1. Register To Host
When you register to host, you join a 
community of people who are leading important 
conversations across Athens. It only takes a few 
minutes to register today at Athens2040.com

2. Plan Your Conversation
Consider whether you want a theme for 
your discussion; perhaps there is a particular 
topic related to Athens that you’d like to 
explore. These topics should correspond 
with Comprehensive Plan elements such as 
transportation, community character, growth/
development, housing, economy, public services 
and open space. Review the suggested general 
conversation prompts on page 7 and topic 
conversation prompts on pages 8-9. Decide 
which questions, if any, you would like to use.

3. Invite Your Guests
The invite list is up to you. Here are a few 
pointers:

• Start with a few people you know—friends, 
family, colleagues, and neighbors—then 
expand your circle.

• Ask your guests to bring a friend or invite 
people from your network who don’t already 
know each other. Introduce new voices to 
others.

• Consider expanding your reach by co-hosting 
your table with a local church or nonprofit.

• Six to twelve guests per table is ideal for 
everyone at the table to have a chance to 
speak and be heard. If you want to host 
a larger gathering, consider breaking into 
smaller groups and allowing time for each 
group to discuss and report back to everyone.

• You might want to use free online tools like 
Eventbrite or Facebook Events to manage 
your RSVPs, connect with your guests, and 
share information about your event and 
GoToMeeting, Zoom, Facebook or other 
services to host your meeting online.

• Consider asking your guests to think about 
this question before they attend: “What will 
we do to create a stronger community?”

4. Promote Your Conversation
Download the Athens2040 logos on 
Athens2040.com and use them on social 
media, text messages, or emails to your 
invited guests. Before, during, and after your 
conversation, you and your guests can share 
ideas, plans, and connections you make using the 
hashtag #Athens2040.

On the Table invites residents 
and business owners in Athens to 
come together to talk, collaborate, 
become more involved, and be 
more committed to our community. 
You can gather around the table 
or virtually with friends, neighbors, 
colleagues, and maybe even a few 
people you are meeting for the first 
time to talk about the issues, big and 
small, that impact our lives in the City.

When we talk about our experiences 
and listen to others, we connect and 
learn about what matters to all of 
us. The issues we face today aren’t 
often solved with quick fixes. On the 
contrary, progress will result when 
residents, organizations, businesses, 
and government work together. This 
On The Table initiative is part of the 
larger Athens 2040 process  that will 
update the City’s Comprehensive 
Plan. It is an opportunity for you to 
have meaningful conversations on 
your own time in a smaller, more 
intimate setting with people you feel 
comfortable with. What happens next 
is up to you.

Who?

Why?

Conversations can be hosted 
anywhere. They can be hosted 
in person in homes, restaurants, 
places of worship, schools, libraries, 
offices, parks, and other community 
locations.  Or they can be hosted 
online through Zoom, GoToMeeting, 
Facebook, etc. Anywhere you can 
gather in person or virtually and talk 
with a group of people.

Where?

photo

Athens2040 On The Table sample pages

Marketing Materials
TPUDC provided the City with print materials to 

advertise the Community Kickoff, Planapalooza™, 

and Community Open House. The City was 

responsible for printing and distributing these 

materials throughout the community to help spread 

the word about the project and gather input from 

local stakeholders.

PLANAPALOOZA™
Athens Comprehensive Plan Update

Visit the project website at ATHENS2040.COM

Schedule for Planapalooza™

Saturday, May 15th, 2021 - Presentation
3:30pm - 5:30pm - Opening Presentation & Workshop
Join us for a brief presentation followed by a hands-on 
workshop where you’ll get to plan YOUR Community!

Wednesday, May 19th, 2021 - Presentation
5:30pm - 7:30pm - Work-In-Progress Presentation
Come see all the great work done during Planapalooza™ 
and provide your input and feedback! 

Sunday, May 16th, 2021 - Meetings & Open Studio
2:30pm - 3:30pm - Focus Meeting #1
Arts/Culture/History/Heritage
4:00pm - 5:00pm - Focus Meeting #2
All Things Green: Parks, Recreation & Open Space

Monday, May 17th, 2021 - Meetings & Open Studio
10:30am - 11:30am - Focus Meeting #3
Conservation/Growth/Development
1:00pm - 2:00pm - Focus Meeting #4
Moving Around Athens: Transportation & Mobility
2:30pm - 3:30pm - Focus Meeting #5
Living in Athens: Neighborhood & Housing
4:00pm - 5:00pm - Focus Meeting #6
Economic & Business Development

What’s a Planapalooza™ ?
\plan•uh•puh•loo•zuh\ n.

A Planapalooza™ is an intense, participatory design, 
and public input process where you are invited to work 
directly with your neighbors, fellow business owners 
and a multidisciplinary consulting team. The entire 
process is open to the public. So please join us as we 
work together to prepare a Comprehensive Plan that 
will protect and enhance Athens and set a clear vision 
for the future.

Meetings & Open Studio

Center for Lifelong Learning
121 S Marion St, Athens AL 35611

In Person

To register for the zoom meetings 
please visit Athens2040.com

Online

Presentations

City Hall - Council Chambers
200 W Hobbs Street, Athens AL 35612

In Person

To register for the opening and 
closing presentations please visit 
Athens2040.com

Online

May 15th-19th
S A T U R D A Y  T O  W E D N E S D A Y

O P E N  S T U D I O  M AY  1 6 T H - 1 8 T H  9 A M - 7 P M   
      M AY  1 9 T H  9 A M - 1 P M

The Athens Comprehensive Plan is being 
updated. A comprehensive plan is a long-
range policy document that establishes 
the vision and goals for how the City 
wants to continue to grow over the 
next 20 years. The comprehensive plan 
will be used to help guide and improve 
livability, economics, mobility, recreation, 
employment, services and education in 
the City.

Help create a new 
vision for Athens!

Tuesday, May 18th, 2021 - Meetings & Open Studio
9:00am - 10:00am - Focus Meeting #7
Athens Main Street / DowntownPLANAPALOOZA™

Athens Comprehensive Plan Update

Saturday

15thMay

Opening Presentation & Online Workshop
In Person
City Hall - Council Chambers
200 W Hobbs St, Athens AL 35612

Online
To register for the online presentation please visit 

Athens2040.com

3:30PM - 5:30PM

Tuesday

18thMay

Open Studio 
(Open to Public)
In Person
Center for Lifelong Learning
121 S Marion St, Athens AL 35611

Online
To register for 
the online open studio please visit Athens2040.com

9:00AM - 7:00PM

Sunday

16thMay

Open Studio 
(Open to Public)
In Person
Center for Lifelong Learning
121 S Marion St, Athens AL 35611

Online
To register for 
the online open studio please visit Athens2040.com

9:00AM - 7:00PM

Focus Meetings
In Person
Center for Lifelong Learning
121 S Marion St, Athens AL 35611

Online
To register for the online meetings please visit 

Athens2040.com

2:30PM - 5:00PM

2:30PM - 3:30PMFocus Meeting #1Arts/Culture/History/Heritage

4:00PM - 5:00PMFocus Meeting #2 All Things Green

Monday

17thMay

Open Studio 
(Open to Public)
In Person
Center for Lifelong Learning
121 S Marion St, Athens AL 35611

Online
To register for 
the online open studio please visit Athens2040.com

9:00AM - 7:00PM

Focus Meetings
In Person
Center for Lifelong Learning
121 S Marion St, Athens AL 35611

Online
To register for the online meetings please visit 

Athens2040.com

10:30AM - 5:00PM

10:30AM - 11:30AMFocus Meeting #3 Conservation/Growth/ Development

1:00PM - 2:00PMFocus Meeting #4 Moving Around Athens
2:30PM - 3:30PMFocus Meeting #5 Living in Athens: Neighborhood & Housing

4:00PM - 5:00PMFocus Meeting #6Economic & Business Development

Wednesday

19thMay

Open Studio 
(Open to Public)
In Person
Center for Lifelong Learning
121 S Marion St, Athens AL 35611

Online
To register for 
the online open studio please visit Athens2040.com

9:00AM - 1:00PM

Work-In Progress Presentation
In Person
City Hall - Council Chambers
200 W Hobbs St, Athens AL 35612

Online
To register for the online presentation please visit 

Athens2040.com

5:30PM - 7:30PM

Planapalooza™ is completely open to the public, and all events are in person or online so everyone can safely and conveniently participate!

All online meetings require registration, so stop by the project website 

soon to sign up and learn more! While you’re there, make sure to 

check out all of the online tools and share your thoughts about the 

future of Athens.

Visit the project website at ATHENS2040.COM

Focus Meeting
In Person
Center for Lifelong Learning
121 S Marion St, Athens AL 35611

Online
To register for the online meetings please visit 

Athens2040.com

9:00AM - 10:00AM

9:00AM - 10:00 AMFocus Meeting #7Athens Main Street / Downtown

Sample printed materials for the Community Kickoff and 
Planapalooza™
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Planapalooza™
In May 2021, the City and TPUDC hosted 

Planapalooza™, a multi-day event where residents 

of Athens worked directly with friends, family, 

neighbors, City staff and officials, and a team of 

planners and designers to build a strong, cohesive, 

updated vision for the City of Athens. The event was 

held in person at the Center for Lifelong Learning in 

Downtown Athens and included opportunities for 

online participation  through Zoom as well.

On the first evening of Planapalooza™, the team 

held an interactive Mapping Workshop both in 

person and online to identify areas of opportunity 

within the City. 

The next three days of Planapalooza™ featured 

seven Focus Meetings on specific topics. 

Residents shared their hopes and concerns 

related to arts, culture, history, and heritage; 

parks, recreation, and open space; conservation, 

growth, and development; transportation and 

mobility; neighborhoods and housing; economic 

and business development; and downtown. 

Participants who attended these seven meetings 

were encouraged to share ideas, ask questions, 

and brainstorm solutions to issues.

Throughout the five-day event, the consultant team 

explored future land use scenarios and sketched 

conceptual illustrations for critical areas of the City 

that aligned with the preferences expressed by the 

community. These illustrations can be found in the 

Focus Area section of this Plan.

On the final evening of Planapalooza™, the 

team presented their findings and discussed 

how community input had begun to shape the 

recommendations in the Comprehensive Plan. 

Attendees asked questions and made comments. 

There was a largely positive response to the 

renderings, focus area plans, and potential around 

Athens.

All of the meetings that took place during 

Planapalooza™ were recorded and made available 

online for residents and stakeholders to watch at 

their convenience. 
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Retain the small-town charm, scale, and character of the community to ensure 

a high quality of life. Ensure well designed, high quality development that reflects 

the desired built character of Athens, including upgrading existing gateways and 

corridors. Promote the City’s historic character and charm within the region.

SUSTAIN CHARACTER

The Vision Statement encapsulates the future that 

the Athens community aims to achieve using the 

recommendations and strategies in this plan. 

While implementation strategies may evolve over 

time, the Vision and Guiding Principles themselves 

should endure for generations. Future changes 

to policies or direction can be evaluated against 

the Vision Statement and the Guiding Principles 

to determine if they are in the best long-term 

interests of Athens and its residents, businesses, 

and property owners. Look for Guiding Principle 

icons throughout this plan. 

Vision and Guiding Principles

THE ATHENS COMMUNITY ENVISIONS THEIR 
CITY IN 2040 AS A PLACE WITH DISTINCTIVE 
SOUTHERN CHARACTER AND HISTORY 
AND A HIGH QUALITY OF LIFE FOR ALL. 
BY 2040, WISE DEVELOPMENT CHOICES 
HAVE LED TO COMPLETE NEIGHBORHOODS 
AND WELL-FUNDED INFRASTRUCTURE 
AND SERVICES RATHER THAN SPRAWL. 
DOWNTOWN AND HISTORIC NEIGHBORHOODS 
ARE REVITALIZED. THE CITY OFFERS PEOPLE 
OF ALL AGES AND ABILITIES PLENTIFUL 
OPPORTUNITIES TO LIVE, WORK, AND PLAY.

Maintain existing parks, rural landscapes, and green space while improving overall 

health, wellness, and opportunities for recreation. Increase appreciation for all the 

natural settings that Athens has to offer. 

PRESERVE OPEN SPACE

Focus on what makes Athens unique to the region and capitalize on those features. 

Continue to celebrate the City’s authenticity and distinctive sense of place, especially 

Downtown. 

EMBRACE INDIVIDUALITY
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Seek out opportunities to provide a greater range of housing choices to meet the 

needs of current and future residents of all ages and income groups. Develop a more 

intentional and diversified housing strategy, which is critical to the enhancement of 

the City’s quality of life and economic growth.

EXPAND HOUSING OPPORTUNITIES

Acknowledge and emphasize the City’s competitive advantage to attract high quality 

companies, entrepreneurs, and businesses to the area. Nourish entrepreneurship 

through creative spaces, including food, entertainment, and independent retail. 

Encourage local business development and support a variety of economic 

opportunities for both residents and visitors. Build a community that is attractive to 

employers and their workers.

STRENGTHEN THE LOCAL ECONOMY

Continue to foster creativity through arts, culture, and community events that 

promote diversity and inclusion, appeal to all age groups, and contribute to the local 

economy. Welcome Athens’ imaginative spirit and strong local pride, and further 

support the arts, locally produced products, and the emerging creative economy. 

Utilize public art to help build a sense of community expression among City residents 

while providing an opportunity for all to experience and explore the arts.

PROMOTE CREATIVITY

Provide a dependable, connected, multi-modal transportation network which 

strengthens mobility between neighborhoods, nodes, and area-wide amenities 

through all forms of transportation (walking, biking, motor vehicles). Upgrade the 

safety and aesthetics of existing corridors and streets through updated zoning, 

complete streets retrofits, and streetscape improvements. 

ENHANCE MOBILITY

Conserve rural landscapes and small-town character while allowing purposeful, 

quality growth and development in strategic areas to meet the needs of residents, 

businesses, and visitors. When planning for future growth, take into account the 

impacts on existing and planned infrastructure.

BALANCE GROWTH & CONSERVATION
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Introduction
As part of the rapidly growing Huntsville 

Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), Athens has 

witnessed remarkable population growth over the 

past two decades and is projected to continue to 

grow over the coming twenty years. The rate of that 

growth is a function of the City’s natural growth 

within its existing boundaries and the potential for 

future annexation.  

A Growing City
Athens’ estimated 2020 US Census population 

was 25,406. This represents a 16% population 

growth since 2010 and a 33.9% growth since 2000. 

It is important to note that the 2020 US Census 

population for Athens ended up being lower than 

the 2019 population estimate which was 27,366. 

Even though the 2019 estimates and newly released 

Census data differ, there is no disputing that the 

population of Athens is expected to continue to 

grow significantly over the next two decades.  

Aggressive Growth

The most recent data from the US Department of 

Housing and Urban Development’s State of the 

Cities Data System (SOCDS) shows that residential 

building permits in Athens were at a record 283 

in 2019. This trend has continued into 2020 and 

2021, even amid the Coronavirus pandemic and 

an unpredictable national economy. Population 

projections for Athens are as follows:

Populations Projections

2025 2030 2035 2040

50K

40K

30K

20K

10K

0

28,885

32,841

44,451

37,338

Athens Population 
Characteristics
Source for all data below is Claritas 2021 Estimates

2021 Estimated Population by Single 
Classification: Race/Ethnicity

White Alone

Black/African 
American Alone

Hispanic/Latino

American Indian/
Alaskan Native Alone

67.3%

19.8%

11.0%

1.9%1.9%

Athens has a racial composition similar to the 

State of Alabama and the United States with the 

exception of a significantly smaller Hispanic/Latino 

population compared to the nation’s, which is at 

19.2%.
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2021 Estimated Households by 
Household Type

Family 
Households

Non-Family 
Households

80
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0

64.7%
67.9%

35.3%
32.1%

Athens
Alabama

Average Household Size

2.33
Athens

2.46
Alabama

2.57
United States

The average household size in Athens is slightly 

less than that of the United States. This may be a 

function of a higher median age where households 

without children in the home reduce average 

household size.

Median Age

Athens Alabama US
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39.0 38.8

Median Household Income

Athens Alabama US
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0

$53,809

$67,085

 $53,171

While Athens has a Median household income 

nearly identical to Alabama as a whole, the median 

income level lags that of the United States by 

more than $13,000.

Median Household Income Disparity
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Athens
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Income disparity by race/ethnicity is a national 

issue and one that filters to the state and local 

levels.
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Educational attainment in Athens is similar to that of Alabama.

05 10 15 20 25 30 35

Non-College Grad

Bachelor’s Degree

Some College, 
No Degree

Professional Degree

High School Graduate 
(or GED)

Master’s Degree

Associate Degree

Doctorate Degree

0 2010 305 2515 35

Athens
Alabama

2021 Estimated % 
Population Age 25+ by Educational Attainment
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Introduction
Athens is a critical economic development hub 

of not only Limestone County but the greater 

Huntsville metropolitan area. This Element provides 

data-based insight into the dynamics of this 

important role. It describes  Athens’  labor market 

(employees), existing industries (employers), and 

market segments. Unique partnerships also  play a 

critical role in the economic successes of the City 

of Athens along with the county and region.

Employment Data
Labor Force and Jobs
Athens plays a critical role as an employment 

center for Limestone County and the overall North 

Alabama region. While suburban growth around 

Athens has continued at a rapid pace, the City 

of Athens is far from a bedroom community to 

the employment centers in neighboring Madison 

County, contrary to popular belief. In fact, the 2018 

labor force residing in the City of Athens is 9,076 

compared with 13,547 jobs within the City.

6,80611,277

Source: US Census OnTheMap, 2018

Employment Commuting

2,207
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Indeed, 6,806 residents of Athens commute out of 

the city each day to work elsewhere. Significantly 

more, 11,277 according to United States Census 

estimates, commute into the City of Athens each 

day. Notably, 2,207 people live and work inside 

the City. This dramatic inflow/outflow pattern is a 

function of several factors:

• The continued role of Athens as Limestone 

County’s seat with a diverse economy serving 

the region.

• The relative ease of commuting both into and 

out of the City and throughout the region.          

• The difference in job types within the City vis-

à-vis those available in the County and other 

regional locations.

This is a pattern that has not witnessed significant 

change over time despite the growth of the City. In 

fact, the patterns in 2002 were quite similar even 

though the population and job base in Athens was 

significantly smaller at 11,514 jobs.

Labor Force and Job 
Characteristics
The job count in the City of Athens has mirrored the 

population changes in many respects. In 2002, the 

job count stood at 11,514 and dropped to a low of 

just over 10,691 in 2010 after the Great Recession. 

Since 2010, the job count has continued to increase 

as the economy improved alongside the growth of 

the City and region.  

There is a distinction between the labor force 

and the jobs within the City of Athens. Employed 

residents (the labor force) of Athens work primarily 

in the following industries:

Employed Residents 
(the labor force) of Athens

0 105 15 20

Manufacturing

Healthcare/
Social Assistance

Retail Trade

Accommodation/
Food Services

Professional/
Scientific/Technical

12.5%

12%

9.4%

17.5%

8.9%

The leading job sectors in the City of Athens 

(employment) show similarities in some sectors 

but key differences in others. The leading job 

sectors for Athens are in the following industries:

Leading Job Sectors for Athens

0 105 15 20

Manufacturing

Healthcare/Social 
Assistance

Educational 
Services

Retail Trade 

Accommodation/
Food Services 

16.7%

15.1%

15%

12.5%

17.1%

How these percentages evolve over the years will 

depend on the land use decisions that are made.
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Another important difference is in earnings. Jobs 

within the City of Athens tend to pay less than 

those outside of the City. 

$1,250 per month or less

$1,251 to $3,333 per month

More than $3,333 per month

Earnings in Jobs in the City of Athens

25.2%

36.7%

38.1%

$1,250 per month or less

$1,251 to $3,333 per month

More than $3,333 per month

22.7%

37%

40.3%

Employment base in the City of Athens

Observations
Athens remains an employment center for 

Limestone County and the region even though 

significant numbers of residents commute out for 

work.

The job types in Athens differ slightly from those 

outside the City, with the notable sectors of 

Science/Technology jobs located outside the City 

and a significantly higher percentage of jobs within 

the City in the Healthcare and Education sectors.

Income levels differ between jobs in the City and 

those outside of the city with increases in earnings 

for jobs located outside of Athens.

Significant in-commuting and out-commuting 

creates a “different reality” for many residents 

depending on their household work patterns (it 

also contributes to traffic and spending patterns).
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Retail Market Assessment
Understanding the local market requires 

understanding of the region, including the City 

of Huntsville, the Huntsville Metro area, Madison 

County, Limestone County, the City of Athens, and 

areas within a 20-minute drive from Downtown 

Athens. 

The City of Athens is the singular retail powerhouse 

of Limestone County with retail and restaurant 

sales accounting for $565 million in sales in 2021 

(source: Claritas). Retail sales per capita in the City 

stand at $22,498 compared with $16,346 for the 

State of Alabama. As a countywide retail center, 

Athens enjoys a retail and restaurant supply that 

exceeds local demand by $169 million.

Existing retail hubs in Athens include the following:

• Downtown Athens, which is the single largest 

cluster of independent retail and restaurants 

in Limestone County.

• The US Highway 72 Corridor from Interstate 

65 to Hines Street, with nodes of major 

retail where US-72 intersects US-31 and the 

interchange of I-65 and Hwy 72 to the east 

and west.

• US-31 itself is a node of retail where Hobbs 

Street intersects this north/south corridor.

• The announcement of a new Buc-ee’s at the 

interchange of Interstate 65 and Huntsville-

Browns Ferry Road will introduce a new retail 

node with the single store expected to gross 

from $12 million to $15 million per year—which 

will increase Athens’ retail sales by 2 to 3% 

alone.

Examining the true retail and restaurant market for 

Athens requires a look beyond the City limits. As 

part of the Huntsville Metropolitan Area, Athens 

niches into a market that is far more dynamic 

than a traditional county seat. In fact, retail growth 

between Huntsville and Athens, dynamic commuter 

patterns, and rapid regional retail changes foster 

a complex retail market. Consumers seldom pay 

attention to political boundaries when shopping 

and dining.

Athens residents love and cherish the 
Square and felt as if other areas or nodes of 

the City should also be considered and focused 
on when it comes to economic development. 
The City is doing well in sales, fast food, and big 
box chains, but they are not the industries that 
people want the most. They would much rather 
have neighborhood businesses over commercial 
strip shops and fast food restaurants. Overall, 
they feel as if the greatest economic needs in 
Athens currently include more restaurants and 
retail, amenities that cater to the business com-
munity, and entrepreneurial centers. In addition, 
Athens has experienced an issue with teenagers 
and young adults going to neighboring cities for 
entertainment, which creates leakage in the local 
economy. Therefore, there is a desire to expand 
entertainment options, especially for Millennials 
and Generation Z. Another economic develop-
ment option suggested was to concentrate more 
development around the Athens Sportsplex in 
order to support visitors during sporting events 
and tournaments. Finally, residents stated that 
the current Tax Increment Financing district 
location should be re-evaluated to benefit areas 
that who need it more.

WHAT WE HEARD...

Retail



3 3

Economics & Employment Element

Retail Leakage Analysis

Athens

Stores Sell $565 Million

Consumers Spend $395 Million

Retail Leakage (Gain) $169 Million

Metro Area

Stores Sell $7.9 Billion

Consumers Spend $8.1 Billion

Retail Leakage (Losing) $.26 Billion

Limestone County

Stores Sell $1 Billion

Consumers Spend $1.6 Billion

Retail Leakage (Losing) $528 Million

A closer look at Athens shows that retail sales 

in the City exceed consumer demand by $169 

million each year. Yet, this market gain must be 

understood by breaking it down in two ways: first, 

by understanding regional market dynamics, and 

second, by digging deeper into the specific retail 

categories where Athens gains or loses market 

share.

The City of Athens represents approximately 7.2% 

of the overall sales for the Huntsville Metropolitan 

Area (Madison and Limestone Counties). The 

two-county metropolitan region is a massive $7.9 

billion market. Yet it is performing at nearly market 

equilibrium, with consumers in the metro area 

spending only $260 million more than retailers sell 

in the region. This is a potentially misleading number 

for several reasons. First, locals do not spend all 

their money in the regional market. Second, this 

does not account for the larger rural catchment 

area of surrounding counties that come into the 

market to shop. Third, this doesn’t account for 

visitors to the area from outside the greater region. 

Ultimately, this presents an opportunity for 

regional retail growth that is clearly demonstrated 

with the rapid construction and redevelopment 

of retail centers throughout Madison and 

Limestone Counties. This offers up challenges and 

opportunities for the City of Athens.

While the metropolitan area is experiencing 

extensive retail growth, Limestone County has 

reached a point where leakage in the County is 

nearly double that of the region with consumers 

in Limestone spending $528 million more in retail 

stores and restaurants than stores sell. Much of 

this is easily attributable to leakage to Madison 

County, where retail clusters exist around Madison 

and in Huntsville’s west side. This indicator alone 

points to opportunity for Athens.

Credit: Athens Main Street
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Retail Sales by Category
With these regional and County dynamics in play, 

the next step is to delve deeper into the retail 

market data to explore the categories where Athens 

is selling much more than local consumers are 

spending. If the metro area is at near equilibrium, 

Limestone County is leaking $528 million in sales, 

and Athens retail sales exceed demand by $169 

million, which categories are the ‘winners’ and 

which categories present opportunities?

Athens overperforms in the following categories:

• Building Supplies Stores: Demand is $28.2 

million, supply is $84.8 million

• General Merchandise Stores/Drug Stores: 

Demand is $73.1 million, supply is $134.6 million

• Limited-Service Restaurants (Fast Food): 

Demand is $19.6 million, supply is $47.8 million

These three categories alone account for much 

of the supply gain within the City of Athens. This 

presents vital opportunities to explore for further 

retail growth that can place Athens on par with the 

regional market.

Source: Claritas & US Census OnTheMap, 2018

Consequently, this market study examines a 

20-minute drive time from the heart of Downtown 

Athens to evaluate opportunities. The map below 

is notable for several reasons: the drive time covers 

much of the unincorporated portions of Limestone 

County to the west of Athens itself, does not get too 

deep into the heart of the retail market of Huntsville 

and Madison, and stretches considerably north of 

the Interstate 65/565 interchange.

This market shows retail sales of $804 million and 

consumer expenditures of $1.03 billion resulting 

in overall leakage of $225 million. From here, 

the market can begin to examine specific store 

types that could experience success in Athens. 

It is important to note that just because market 

demand exists for a retail store type, many other 

factors must be considered for a store.

Credit: Athens Main Street
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Recommendations

01
Consider the following retail opportunities 

for the City of Athens’ future economic 

development:

Grocery Store: There is an existing $59 

million in grocery store sales leakage. The 

new Publix in Athens will fulfill more than 

half of that. However, there is possible 

potential for additional specialty grocery 

stores over time as the community grows. 

Full-Service Dining: Full-service dining is 

touted as one of the most highly-desired 

uses in Athens. The market data confirms 

this desire. It is likely the most critical retail 

opportunity for Athens, both Downtown 

and in the suburban retail areas. Currently, 

there is pent-up demand for 10 to 15 full-

service restaurants in Athens if all leakage 

($31 million) is captured. With that being 

said, the restaurant market is highly 

volatile in the post-COVID environment. 

Independent restaurants have shown 

remarkable resiliency during the last two 

years and are highly suited to extend the 

success of Downtown.

Clothing & Accessory Stores:  Athens leaks 

considerably in clothing sales compared to 

other markets. This represents a key split 

between Downtown Athens and suburban 

retail. Downtown specialty clothing stores 

allow for highly customized merchandising 

to suit shoppers in Athens while in-line 

commercial suburban centers are likely 

to backfill with the growing number of 

discount department clothing stores (such 

as TJ Maxx, Ross, etc.).

Recommendations Cont.
Sporting Goods Stores: This represents 

a unique opportunity for Athens. These 

stores typically split along three distinct 

lines that can merge together into one 

store type: athletic stores, outdoor stores, 

and hunting & fishing stores. There is not 

enough pent-up demand to expect a big 

box retailer in the City, but this leakage 

signifies an opening for a niche store 

in Downtown or independent retailer in 

Athens.

Home Furnishings/Furniture: This would 

be an opportunity for growth in both 

Downtown and suburban locations as 

well. Downtown stores will be specialized 

niche stores, while suburban locations will 

likely blend with discount clothing retailers 

that have significant home furnishings 

departments. Athens is experiencing $4.3 

million in leakage here but this is indicative 

of residential growth.

Small Format Specialty Retail: This is a 

key prospect for Athens. Downtown has 

the ideal match for niche stores that offer 

a blend of food, beverage (beer, wine, 

spirits), entertainment, and gifts to suit 

a growing market in the community itself 

and regionally where authentic downtown 

experiences are limited.
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Recommendations Cont.

02 
Retrofit underutilized spaces such as the 

vacant Regions Bank drive-thru as small 

business incubator spaces.

03

Explore the concept of local artisan 

maker spaces and retail spaces in Athens 

as a new experiential shopping hub for 

wares made locally.

Recommendations Cont.

04

Evaluate adding additional Tax Increment 

Financing (TIF) Districts in areas that 

need reinvestment and aren’t currently 

in one of the three existing TIF Districts.

05
Encourage retail development around 

the Athens Sportsplex.
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Existing Conditions
Downtown Athens represents the single biggest 

collection of independent shops, restaurants, 

services, and institutions in Limestone County. 

Downtown has benefitted from significant 

Investment over the last ten years as well as 

initiatives led by Athens Main Street, a designated 

Main Street Program at the state and national 

level. Athens Main Street is a strategic partner with 

the City of Athens, the Chamber, the Limestone 

County Economic Development Association, 

and many others. Importantly, Downtown Athens 

remains accessible to adjacent neighborhoods, 

parks, future trail networks, and is centrally located 

in the growing city.  

The role of Downtown Athens cannot be 

overstated.  One in every ten dollars spent in retail/

restaurant sales in Athens is spent Downtown 

(most at locally-owned businesses), nearly one 

in every six jobs in Athens is Downtown, and the 

ad-valorem tax value per square foot of property  

far exceeds that of nearly every other parcel in the 

City. Downtown Athens presents opportunities for 

expanding independent retail and restaurant uses, 

artist galleries, and services that connect historic 

neighborhoods and foster entrepreneurship for 

diverse and often under-represented residents of 

the community. Downtown should continue to be 

the center of social interaction for Athens residents. 

In addition, the area has a significant opportunity 

to better utilize upper floor space in its buildings 

for office and residential uses. Active empty-

nesters and young professionals are moving into 

rehabilitated upper floor space and would like more 

opportunities to embrace this housing option.

Downtown

Residents are incredibly proud of Down-
town and want to see it continue to thrive. 

However, they suggested that there should be 
a stronger emphasis on creating incentives and 
making procedures simpler for local businesses 
to develop Downtown. Also, citizens voiced that 
storefronts should be prioritized for businesses 
that will generate increased foot traffic.

WHAT WE HEARD...
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Recommendations

01
Consider micro (under 2,000 sq ft) retail 

space for start-up retail and dining.

02

Continue to invest in trails and multimodal 

streets linking Downtown to adjacent 

neighborhoods and connecting residents 

to the many independent businesses, 

job opportunities, and cultural amenities 

Downtown.

03
Promote upper floor space for office and 

residential use. 

04

Promote Downtown’s HUB Zone 

designation by educating City Staff and 

small business owners about its potential 

benefits.

05

Promote Downtown’s Qualified 

Opportunity Zone Designation by 

educating City Staff about its potential 

benefits.

06

Create a suite of incentives for Downtown 

investment. Like any economic 

development initiative (for example 

providing water, sewer, and infrastructure 

for manufacturing and warehousing) 

downtown incentives foster investment, 

job creation, and enhance revenue for 

the City of Athens. The key difference 

is that downtown incentives tend to 

be drastically less expensive and have 

a significant impact in a short amount 

of time.  These incentives should be 

explored by the City in partnership with 

Main Street Athens and may include the 

following:

A façade grant program to improve facades 

in the downtown area.

Recommendations Cont.
A vibrancy grant program that promotes 

creation of outdoor dining, dynamic spaces, 

planters, and furniture for businesses.

Upper floor incentives for  providing 

sprinkler service for fire suppression and 

or ADA accessibility to make upper floors 

more marketable for investment.

07

Continue to foster partnerships between 

Athens Main Street, the City of Athens, 

the Limestone County Economic 

Development Association, and the 

Chamber of Commerce. These partners 

have had joint meetings in the past that 

should continue on a regular basis.

08

Expand partnerships as much as possible 

with the Center for Lifelong Learning to 

encourage small business development, 

as it is the perfect candidate to encourage 

local businesses in the community and 

foster economic development, and it is 

conveniently located Downtown.

09

Create co-working space in Downtown. 

Athens could benefit by providing space 

Downtown for workers who may need 

high speed internet, access to business 

facilities, and teaming space. 

10

Implement a parking management 

program so that easily accessed spaces 

are usually available to customers. 

This gives shoppers better access to 

shops Downtown and eases traffic 

congestion problems (see Downtown 

recommendation in Community & 

Cultural Resources section).
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Recommendations Cont.

11

Consider establishing a Development 

“Go Team” that would proactively work 

with investors in buildings that need 

rehabilitation and renovation to become 

economic assets to the community.

Recommendations Cont.

12

Boost Staff Resources and Procedures 

for Future Growth. Athens has rapidly 

grown and will continue to grow. The 

City has done a good job of maintaining 

responsive and proactive services to 

support and encourage investment. 

However, with growth comes even 

more complex and dynamic planning 

and economic development issues. The 

City of Athens should explore ways to 

enhance staff resources to address 

Athens’ increasingly important regional 

role.



4 2

Athens 2040 Comprehensive Plan

Housing element
Introduct ion
Current Housing Stock
Changing Preferences
Housing Affordabi l i ty
Housing Choices

44
44
46
48
50



4 3

Housing Element



4 4

Athens 2040 Comprehensive Plan

Introduction 
Athens’ recent growth, and nationwide changes 

in preference when it comes to where and how 

people live, has resulted in the need for a variety of 

housing types beyond the traditional single-family 

detached unit. In order to be an economically 

viable, desirable, and sustainable place to live, the 

City will need to ensure housing options for people 

of all ages, abilities, and income levels. This section 

addresses the City’s current housing market data 

and stock, the need for housing variety, strategies to 

provide affordable housing, and recommendations.

Type and Age of Current 
Housing
The 481 residential building permits issued in 2021 

in the City of Athens show that new housing is 

being supplied rapidly. However, the variety of 

housing types is lacking. 

Units in structure (US Census ACS 2019 
5-year estimates)
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40
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0

1 Detached 5 to 9 
Apartments

2 Apartments Mobile Home 
or Other Type 

of Housing

1 Attached 10 or More 
Apartments

3 or 4 
Apartments

74%

3.8% 1.3% 3%

7.1% 7.5%

3.2%

69.7%

2.8% 4%
5.6% 6.5% 8%

3.4%

2019
2010

Current Housing Stock

We have heard The City cannot depend on 
single-family housing as a revenue stream, 

and sprawl is a major issue that needs to be 
controlled. There is also a desire for more hous-
ing Downtown, above office and retail spaces, 
and loft living. According to residents, neighbor-
hoods adjacent to Downtown are referred to as 
Downtown occasionally. Racial segregation and  
income disparities are present;  there are only a 
handful of racially diverse neighborhoods.

WHAT WE HEARD...
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According to US Census estimates from 2019, 

77.9% of housing units in Athens were single-unit 

structures, followed by 18.9% two-unit structures, 

and 3.2% mobile homes and all other types of units. 

There were 9,397 total occupied housing units in 

2019.

Single-family detached homes are clearly the 

predominant housing type in the City. Of the 

total estimated occupied housing units in 2019 

(9,397), 74% of them were single-family detached 

structures, and just under 4% were single-family 

attached. The remaining approximate 20% were 

either apartments or mobile homes. This presents 

an opportunity for Athens to offer new forms of 

housing that will make the City more desirable and 

affordable to a wide array of individuals and families.

2014 or Later

1980-1999

2010-2013

2000-2009

1960-1979

1940-1959

1939 or earlier

Year of Housing Structure Built (US 
Census ACS 2019 5-year estimates)

2%2%
5%4%

18%

28%

33%

11%

While Athens has experienced a recent uptick in 

the number of residential building permits issued, 

the bulk of housing in the City was built during the 

50-year period between 1960 to 2009.

Recommendations

01

Continue to enforce and periodically 

evaluate standards for residential design, 

building and property maintenance, 

landscape design, and planting. Amend 

standards as necessary to meet the 

needs and desires of the City.  

02

Concentrate new housing development 

in areas with the greatest opportunity 

for growth as identified on the Growth 

and Conservation Tiers map. Higher-

density housing should be directed to 

areas in close proximity to employment, 

shopping, recreation areas, and 

multimodal transportation options.

03

Update zoning regulations by expanding 

Traditional form-based zoning districts 

and/or amending Conventional zoning 

regulations to encourage vibrant, 

walkable neighborhoods surrounding 

Downtown and require the variety and 

density of housing types contemplated 

in this plan.

04
Adopt zoning and development 

regulations that require a greater variety 

of housing types. 

05
Encourage upper floor residential units 

Downtown.

06

Reject developers’ requests for zoning 

changes for projects that do not meet 

standards for design quality or match the 

Place Types called for in this Plan.
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Changing Preferences
Owning vs. Renting
As the percentage of owner-occupied housing 

units in Athens has increased steadily over the last 

decade, the number of renter-occupied units has 

decreased by about 100-200 units every five years. 

A true variety of housing options in Athens should 

include an adequate supply of rental housing, which 

can be preferable or more financially accessible to 

some households. Single family detached houses, 

the main product being built in Athens, are typically 

owner-occupied, so there is a need for other unit 

types. Planapalooza™ participants noted multiple 

times that they desire mixed-income, affordable 

options for housing in the future. Athens should 

ensure an adequate supply of both rental and for-

sale housing to keep up with projected demand.

Housing Tenure data for total households in Athens 

(US Census ACS 5-year estimates): 

Housing Tenure data for total households in Athens 
(US Census ACS 5-year estimates)
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The trends in Athens’ rental market are inconsistent 

with the trends we are seeing in the rest of the 

country. Nationwide, renting rather than purchasing 

a home is on the rise, with Millennials less likely to 

purchase a home in their lifetimes.      This is usually 

attributable  to a lack of affordable home-buying 

opportunities rather than a preference for renting. 

At the same time, rents have been increasing and 

high-end apartment construction is booming in 

many cities.

In the meantime, Baby Boomers are downsizing 

and looking for other housing options. Older folks 

who are moving strongly prefer more walkable 
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Recommendations

01

Keep monitoring the changing 

preferences of residents in existing 

neighborhoods using community- and 

neighborhood-wide surveys. 

02

Update zoning to reduce or eliminate 

exclusively single-family districts and 

expand mixed-housing districts. Require 

mixed-use and multi-unit development 

in chosen areas to help create more 

mixed-use neighborhoods with a variety 

of housing types and walkable amenities. 

Zoning regulations should be based on 

the Place Type designations presented 

later in this Plan. 

03

Reject zoning changes for detached 

single-family houses at densities and 

locations that are likely to cost more to 

the City in services and infrastructure.

04

Actively seek out developers with a 

track record of producing high quality 

residential and mixed-use design, 

particularly housing types in low supply in 

Athens such as multi-family rental units.

neighborhoods where they can access goods 

and services without driving. In this way, their 

preferences mirror Millennials’ desire for cohesive, 

mixed-use neighborhoods. According to a study 

conducted by the Joint Center for Housing Studies 

of Harvard University, renting provides some seniors 

with opportunities to test new locations before 

committing to a purchase. Some ultimately choose 

to remain as renters because they prefer the more 

budget-friendly, low-maintenance housing. This 

trend of shifting from owning to renting is expected 

to continue as aging Baby Boomers discover the 

benefits of renting.
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Housing Market Data
Housing prices have increased dramatically, 

allowing fewer people to enter the market. 

Data for single family homes in Athens: (August 

2021 rolling 12 months) [Source: Valley Multiple 

Listing Service]:

• Median sales price: $269,501 (up 11.7% over 

last year)

• Compared to $295,515 for Limestone County 

• Days on market: 17 (down 46.9% over last year)

ValleyMLS.com Athens
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Rolling 12-Month Calculation
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ValleyMLS.com Athens

Occupancy Status in Athens 
(US Census Decennial 2010 & 2020 estimates)
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A major theme from PlanapaloozaTM was 
that the housing market is overpriced, and 

the variety of housing is scarce. Apartments and 
multifamily housing are both extremely difficult 
to find, or they are outdated, and three-bedroom 
homes are rare. For these reasons, singles and 
young professionals have few options to live 
affordably. Community members expressed a 
desire for mixed-income housing.

WHAT WE HEARD...

Housing Affordability
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In Athens, the median age is 41.0, as compared with 

40.3 for Limestone County and 39.0 for the State 

of Alabama (Source: US Census).

Median Age (US Census)

0 2010 30 40 50

Athens

Alabama

Limestone 
County

40.3

39

41

The Mid-Range Housing Gap
Cities tend to focus on providing affordable housing 

to those with the greatest needs. Additionally, 

while it is true that developers focus on making 

the maximum return on their investment, zoning 

regulations and entitlement processes in many 

cities cause development costs and housing prices 

to increase. When this happens, a gap is created 

in the middle of the home price spectrum, leaving 

those who are not only struggling with poverty, but 

also those who are not wealthy, without the ability 

to find the housing they need. Those in the middle-

income bracket will then often rent or will buy 

below their means and occupy affordable housing 

that is desperately needed by so many, causing an 

affordable housing shortage.  

All new development in Athens should be 

encouraged, or required, to include housing in 

a broad range of building types and price points, 

especially those in the “Missing Middle”. 
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Housing Choices
Athens can embrace a range of approaches to 

encourage the variety of housing types and price 

points that the community desires. 

Missing Middle Housing
Nationwide, housing options fall primarily into 

two categories: detached single-family homes 

and large apartment complexes. The concept of 

“missing middle housing” encompasses a range 

of appealing housing types between these two 

extremes that were typically omitted from zoning 

codes from the 1940s on. Most are compatible 

in scale with single family neighborhoods yet can 

suit new preferences for smaller, more affordable 

homes. 

The following are examples of product types. 

Athens currently describes and allows many of 

these in its Traditional zoning districts, which cover 

the areas closer to Downtown.

Cottage Court Homes

Small units, which may be attached or detached, are 

organized around a common green. The occupants 

are one- and two-person households, which 

represent more than 60 percent of households in 

America. Though residents may differ in age, they 

are attracted to the lower maintenance afforded by 

the size of the units (usually less than 1,000 square 

feet) and little or no private yards. These products 

can help expand the range of affordable options 

and help facilitate multigenerational living.

Townhouses

 We typically associate townhomes with urban living. 

Such units are attractive to on-the-go Millennials 

as well as empty nesters, as they feature little or 

no yard maintenance. Interestingly, townhouses 

are often separate from “town.” Improperly located, 

townhome developments can create pockets of 

density where it cannot be supported, such as 

within areas that have insufficient road capacity. 

A desirable type of housing, such units should 

be encouraged in “in-town” locations. Ideally, 

townhomes should be located close to retail, 

services, and jobs and accessible via sidewalk 

connections to reduce the dependence on 

automobiles.

Live/work

Living units above places of work (i.e., first floor 

shops, restaurants, and other businesses) was 

once a very common arrangement in town centers. 

This and other forms of vertical mixed-use 

development is an appropriate way to introduce 

more housing in commercial areas that depend on 

more than weekday activity to survive. Though they 

might work in places other than the spaces below 

their units, the residents comprise the evening and 

weekend population that helps create a vibrant, 

“24/7” environment.

Apartment Homes

Rethink the definition of “apartment.” Apartment 

complexes typically have 150 or more units. 

Often, they are enclosed on a parcel with a single 

entrance and disconnected from surrounding 

development. In contrast, apartment homes 

contain between 2 and 8 units and can be designed 

with the architectural features of single-family 

homes. Scaled to complement new single-family 

homes within the same new development, they 

can be located to be part of the fabric of a new 

neighborhood.
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Duplexes 

Like apartment homes, well-designed duplexes 

can be easily integrated into neighborhoods with 

a "single family" look. And, if one unit is owner-

occupied, rental units have the benefit of a landlord 

on site. While adding to the range of affordable 

options, these housing units are particularly 

attractive to owners who value opportunities for 

rental income in the early years followed by on-site 

housing for a family member or caregiver in later 

years.

Credit: Opticos Design Inc. 

Micro-units, “tiny homes,” 

Usually under 500 square feet, micro-units pack 

basic elements of a home efficiently into a small 

space. While some micro-units are constructed 

within multifamily and vertically mixed-use 

buildings, tiny homes are stand-alone units. They 

are growing in popularity and could make up a 

significant percentage of micro-units in the future. 

Considered a reasonable option between renting 

an apartment and owning a conventional single-

family home, they are a preferred alternative in 

areas where affordable homes are increasingly 

scarce.

Missing Middle Pocket Neighborhood Concept
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Accessory Dwelling UnitTiny House

Duplex Fourplex

MISSING MIDDLE 
Housing types
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Bungalow Court Townhouse

Multiplex Live/Work
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Accessory Dwelling Units
Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) are housing units 

constructed as an attachment to the principal 

structure or as a smaller detached unit on the 

same parcel. ADUs provide a potential source of 

rental income for the primary mortgage holder 

while offering additional low-cost housing options 

within the community. They are easily compatible 

with existing residential character and can help 

meet multi-generational housing needs.  
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Recommendations

01

Create additional opportunities to 

produce additional ‘Missing Middle’ 

housing types, or more compact housing 

types compatible in scale with single-

family housing, such as cottage-style 

development or townhomes. Update 

zoning regulations  to encourage 

these denser building types in suitable 

locations .   

02

Streamline the development review 

process by producing a guide to the 

process for different development types. 

Shorter and simpler approvals avoid 

unnecessary increases in development 

costs that could be passed on to buyers 

and renters. Utilize software to track the 

review process.

03

Account for the future infrastructure 

costs of development projects. A range 

of approaches exists for estimating 

whether the costs of services demanded 

by different development types and 

locations exceeds the revenue they 

provide to the city. One method is 

to require developers to conduct full 

infrastructure impact analyses.    

04

Explore and remove barriers to producing 

more Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs). 

Options may include allowing them by-

right, removing the additional parking 

requirements, and removing the owner 

occupancy requirement. The City of San 

Jose offers homeowners a list of pre-

approved detached ADU designs along 

with their vendors.  

Recommendations Cont.

05

Identify resources the City is willing to 

provide to incentivize desired types of 

housing development, such as grants, 

tax abatements, land, or shared parking.

06
Evaluate and update City codes to 

permit conversion of upper floors into 

residential units in Downtown.

07

Consider Inclusionary Zoning –  density 

bonuses for providing a percentage 

of affordable units in each multi-unit 

development.

08

Consider a Community Land Trust, a 

unique mechanism used widely across 

the United States where community 

leaders, residents, and the City have 

a stake in 99-year leased property to 

preserve housing affordability, stabilize 

neighborhoods, and enhance housing 

options.

09

Consider multi-family housing on 

aging commercial properties. As aging 

commercial corridors with strip style 

centers become vacant, these sites 

on key corridors present opportunities 

for large mixed-use or multifamily infill 

development.

10
Reduce or remove parking requirements 

to decrease costs per unit of new 

housing.



5 6

Athens 2040 Comprehensive Plan



5 7

Infrastructure Element

Infrastructure
Element

Introduct ion
Background Informat ion
Basel ine Infrastructure Assessments
Likely Impacts Analys is
Pr ior i ty Infrastructure Investment Areas
Coordinat ion Act iv i t ies

58
58
62
74
82
93



5 8

Athens 2040 Comprehensive Plan

Introduction
Governments have certain responsibilities 

to construct, operate, maintain, and replace 

community facilities and services (infrastructure) 

to keep pace with existing and future year 

development patterns.  Some infrastructure 

categories are planned and funded solely by 

the City of Athens, while others are provided by 

Limestone County, Athens City Schools, the State 

of Alabama, or other partners.  

The type, location, and capacity of infrastructure 

in the community (service delivery) are critical to 

the City’s ability to grow and develop in accordance 

with the Growth and Conservation Map presented 

in The Growth and Conservation Framework and 

its desire to offer a high quality-of-life for Athens 

residents.  Service delivery is also critical to managing 

the cost and timing of needed improvements, 

which can dramatically impact property owners 

with increased taxes if expenditures are not well-

planned and well-funded in future year capital and 

operating budgets.

The Infrastructure Element  of the Comprehensive 

Plan highlights background information, baseline 

condition assessments, service area maps, future 

year needs, policy statements, and coordination 

activities for eight different infrastructure 

categories:  natural gas, electricity, water, sewer, 

storm water, fire protection, police protection, and 

solid waste collection.  Parks, recreation facilities, 

and trails are addressed in the Natural Resources 

Element. The transportation system is discussed 

in the Transportation Element. Public education, 

health care, and the library system are discussed 

in the Community and Cultural Resources Element.

Information for the infrastructure categories 

provided in the Comprehensive Plan should be 

shared with the different infrastructure providers 

serving Athens, and refined further in future master 

plans or feasibility studies completed after the Plan 

is adopted.  

Background Information
The information that follow provides general 

background on the topic of infrastructure and its 

roles in supporting the Growth and Conservation 

Map.

Who is Responsible for 
Providing Infrastructure in 
Athens?
Residents, business owners, and visitors in Athens 

expect a well-coordinated and streamlined system 

of infrastructure to meet existing demands and 

future year needs.  A brief summary of service 

provider responsibilities is provided below.

City of Athens

The City of Athens is responsible for most public 

facilities and services provided in the community, 

including:  police protection; fire protection; solid 

waste collection; parks, recreation facilities, and 

trails; natural gas; electricity; water service; and 

sewer service.  Responsibilities for the different 

categories are spread amongst multiple City 

departments using in-house staff and equipment to 

build, operate, maintain, and replace infrastructure.

A separate Utilities Division in the City operates 

as an enterprise fund, meaning the government-

owned utility operates like a business with City 

Council serving as its governing board.  The Council 

establishes service rates for its customers, and 

plans capital improvements to maintain or expand 

the different infrastructure systems (i.e., natural 

gas, electric, water, or sewer).
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The Utilities Division may extend services outside 

City limits at its discretion (and within agreed 

upon service areas with other utility providers).  

It also establishes service rates and fees for 

customers, and plans for all phases of the different 

infrastructure systems:  capital construction, 

operations, maintenance, and replacement. 

Limestone County

Limestone County is responsible for water and 

sewer systems in some parts of the community 

not covered by the City’s system — primarily in 

southern and eastern portions of the community.  

Athens City Schools

Athens City Schools is autonomous from the City 

of Athens and operates with a separate governing 

board of education.  The school district is 

responsible for instruction, operations, and capital 

planning for future needs.

Athens State University

Athens State University is an accredited college 

located inside Athens City Limits.  It is governed 

by an autonomous Board of Trustees appointed 

by the Governor of Alabama.  As a state-chartered 

institution, the City of Athens has limited influence 

on decisions or initiatives implemented by the 

University.    

Athens-Limestone Public Library

The City’s library is a joint city-county facility, 

governed by an autonomous Board of Trustees. 

Funding for the library system is provided by both 

the City and the County with support from the 

State, regional, private organization, and non-profit 

entities. 

Alabama Department of 
Transportation

The Alabama Department of Transportation 

(AL DOT) is responsible for building, operating, 

maintaining, and replacing specific roads serving 

the City of Athens.    

Huntsville Hospital Health System

Athens-Limestone Hospital in the community is 

an affiliate of Huntsville Hospital Health System.  A 

not-for-profit health care system, the hospital is 

governed by the Health Care Authority of the City 

of Huntsville, an eleven-member volunteer board.

Private Developers

Private developers build some infrastructure ― 

streets, water lines, sewer lines, etc. ― to serve 

new neighborhoods, employment centers, or 

shopping centers and dedicate it to the City or 

AL DOT when the project is completed.  Either 

of the receiving agencies operate and maintain 

the infrastructure after it is accepted, and are 

responsible for increasing system capacity or 

replacing deteriorating infrastructure once its 

useful life has expired.
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Changing Infrastructure Needs
Infrastructure needs in Athens change over time 

as some portions of the community transition from 

agrarian to rural to suburban to urban.  Demands 

for service generally increase over time in these 

areas, and existing facilities expand, or new facilities 

are built, to provide minimum levels-of-service to 

existing and new customers.

Solutions for meeting new infrastructure 

demands also change as portions of the 

community transform.  In more rural areas, 

minimal infrastructure is provided by the City and 

its partners to meet existing needs, and local 

residents or businesses rely on private solutions 

to meet at least some of their demands (e.g., well 

and septic systems, private open space, etc.).  In 

more suburban areas, infrastructure investments 

are increased and provide either “point-of-service 

delivery” at the property line (water distribution and 

sewer collection systems or curbside trash pickup) 

or “close proximity to nearby facilities” in defined 

services areas for the different providers (e.g., parks 

and recreation facilities, schools, fire and rescue 

services, or police protection).  In many U.S. cities, 

providing infrastructure to serve areas that are 

primarily single land use, low-density, and not well-

connected is expensive and over time demands for 

service eventually surpass available supply to the 

point that systems break down.

As the City grows, some suburban nodes on the 

Growth and Conservation Map may become 

denser and take on certain urban characteristics: 

mixed-use development, taller buildings, different 

living options, different mobility solutions, or formal 

public spaces.  Increased density or new land uses 

not anticipated at the time original infrastructure 

was provided may create various stresses on the 

system and needs to retrofit (make larger) existing 

systems to accommodate increased demands.  

In addition, one or more suburban models used 

previously for delivering specific facilities and 

services such as school location and construction 

standards or park design and location standards 

may need rethinking to meet the needs associated 

with a more urban area.

Changes in the economy, consumer preferences, 

climate, and lifestyle choices may also impact 

how the City and its partners plan for and invest 

in new infrastructure.  Forward-thinking and close 

coordination with officials that influence land use 

and development standards — the demand factors 

for the various systems — will be needed to control 

costs and manage the timing of new infrastructure 

to meet demand.

True Cost of Infrastructure
Some communities struggle with managing the 

true cost of providing infrastructure starting 

with construction or acquisition of the facility or 

equipment, budgeting for its annual operating and 

maintenance costs, and programming funds for 

future years to eventually rehabilitate or replace the 

asset because it has reached its useful life.  These 

communities are surprised by large, unanticipated 

budget requests because departments or elected 

officials are not prepared for the full-accounting of 

providing infrastructure.  Unplanned expenditures 

lead to unfortunate budget discussions where 

priorities are triaged because there is not enough 

money for everything.

Rising debt burden for the City may result in less 

capacity to authorize new debt for capital projects 

in the future.  And, with debt less affordable, the 

City may need to make difficult decisions to 
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control expenditures and prioritize competing 

infrastructure requests.  

Continued unmet operating and maintenance 

costs for existing infrastructure deferred to future 

years may also lead to larger, more expensive capital 

costs when facilities fail and lead to emergency 

repairs or replacement.  The cost to complete 

these improvements could place additional long-

term burdens on future budgets for decades to 

come that could be managed with regular spending 

on maintenance of existing infrastructure.
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Baseline conditions and emerging trends for eight 

infrastructure categories are presented below: 

natural gas, electricity, water, sewer, storm water, 

fire protection,  police protection, and solid waste 

collection.  Parks, recreation facilities, and trails; 

public education, health care, and the library; 

and the transportation system are discussed in 

separate chapters of the Plan.

Information presented in the various assessments 

provide a 2020 snapshot of Athens’ community 

facilities and services, and highlight different 

needs to address existing capacity deficiencies 

or deferred maintenance responsibilities.  They 

also provide a baseline for comparing future year 

infrastructure needs identified to support the 

Growth and Conservation Map presented in the 

Growth and Conservation Framework of the Plan.

Natural Gas
The City of Athens Utilities Gas Department 

provides natural gas service to customers in 

Athens, Limestone County, Elkmont, and Ardmore.  

The Department operates and maintains 400 

miles of gas mains and related infrastructure.  

7,500 customers currently use the system.  

Twenty employees in the City are assigned to the 

Department, and responsible for the system’s 

management, instrumentation and measurement, 

inspection, construction, and related services.  

Electricity
The City of Athens Utilities Electric Department 

purchases bulk power from the Tennessee Valley 

Authority (TVA) and distributes it to 47,000 

residential, commercial, and industrial customers 

in Limestone County.  The distribution system 

includes 2,000 miles of overhead wire and 300 

miles of underground wire.  The Electric Department 

Baseline Infrastructure Assessments
cooperates with TVA on service rates, provisional 

policies, and efficiency programs as a condition of 

the partnership.

A system-wide assessment of electric 

infrastructure for the Utility is completed every five 

years, which projects future year demand for five-, 

ten-, and twenty-year planning horizons.    Goals 

and assumptions from the study are reviewed each 

year by City officials for tracking and compliance.  

New investments in the electric distribution system 

— transmission lines, substations, and meshed 

networks — are planned and constructed to serve 

the needs anticipated in the future; influenced 

largely by the development types, locations, 

patterns, and intensities depicted on the Growth 

and Conservation Map.  

The State of Alabama imposes guidelines in that 

prohibit rate increases to existing rate-payers 

to subsidize the installation of new electric 

infrastructure to serve future rate-payers.
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Figure 1 Electric Utility Service Area
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Water
The City of Athens Utilities Water Services 

Department provides water service to customers 

in Athens and portions of Limestone County.  The 

Limestone Water and Sewer Authority also provides 

service in portions of the City under a court-

ordered service area agreement between the two 

providers, which limits the City’s abilities to provide 

water service in eastern and southern portions of 

the community.  10,600 customers currently use 

the City’s water system.  Water rates published 

by the Utility are generally lower than other 

service providers in the region, which helps create 

unnecessary needs for the City to borrow money 

(debt service) to fund system improvements.

Potable water for the City’s water system is drawn 

from the Elk River, immediately downstream from 

the Easter Ferry Road Bridge.  The River is fed 

from the Cumberland Plateau in Tennessee.  Two 

TVA lakes — Tim’s Ford and Woods — are used 

to maintain minimum water flows and safeguard 

water draws for the City’s system.  Water quality 

in the Elk River is generally rated high as there are 

few industrial or agriculture uses upstream from 

the water intake.

The Athens Water Treatment Plan is located 

northwest of the City on Section Line Road.  The 

system is permitted for 13.5 million gallons per day 

(MGD).  The intake and distribution system includes 

two pump facilities, seven elevated storage tanks to 

maintain water pressure, a booster pump station to 

serve uphill customers, 286 miles of water mains, 

and treated water storage tanks for emergencies 

with a combined capacity of 7.5 million gallons.  

Generally speaking, the water supply available to the 

City and its associated water treatment facilities are 

considered adequate to meet future year needs.  

However, the Water Services Department does 

not currently maintain a master plan, nor a long-

term capital improvements plan (CIP), to program, 

fund, or construct expensive water infrastructure 

projects in a timely- and cost-effective matter.  A 

commitment to preparing both documents in the 

future would 1) distribute costly projects over time, 

2) better ensure infrastructure capacity is available 

where and when demands are anticipated, and 3) 

protect customers or taxpayers from abrupt rate 

or tax increases that might otherwise be needed to 

fund immediate or future needs.          

Although a master plan and CIP extend over 

many years, it should be updated annually to 

reflect progress towards implementation and 

include more current information for planned 

expenditures and revenues.  In many cases, the 

first year of the CIP becomes the annual capital 

budget that is submitted concurrent with the 

operating budget for consideration.  CIPs can also 

improve a municipality’s bond rating and lower 

interest costs based on demonstrated prudent 

fiscal management.  Often times, this document 

becomes the benchmark for the overall fiscal 

health of the local government.

Low cash reserves reported for the Water Services 

Department to maintain or expand the water 

system reinforce the need to target specific areas 

in the City for investment, and manage the location 

and timing of new development throughout the 

City to ensure water capacity exists to serve it.
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Figure 2 Water/Sewer Utility Map
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Sewer
The City of Athens Utilities Water Services 

Department also provides sewer service to 

customers in Athens and portions of Limestone 

County.  And, similar to water service, the Limestone 

Water and Sewer Authority also provides service in 

portions of the City under a court-ordered service 

area agreement between the two providers, which 

limits the City’s abilities to provide sewer service in 

eastern and southern portions of the community.  

7,200 customers currently use the City’s sewer 

system.  Sewer rates published by the Utility are 

generally lower than other service providers in the 

region.

Typical Residential Water Service 
Monthly Bill

Athens within 
city limits

Athens 
outside city 

limits

Limestone 
County Water 

and Sewer 
Authority

(*assuming typical residence of four uses 100 gallons per 
day per person or 12,000 gallons per month)
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0
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The Athens Sewer Treatment Plant is located 

on Sanderfer Road.  The system is permitted for 

9.0 million gallons per day (MGD).  The current 

peak demand at the plant is 7.0 MGD under 

normal conditions in the winter months (see the 

paragraphs below).  The collection system includes 

163 miles of sewer pipe and fourteen lift stations to 

convey waste water uphill to the treatment plant in 

some areas.

Unfortunately, the City’s sewer system is susceptible 

to sanitary sewer overflow events (SSOs), which are 

caused by either excessive rainfall or groundwater 

infiltration in the collection pipes.  In an SSO event, 

waste water collected in the pipes bypasses the 

sewer treatment plant completely and is discharged 

directly into the environment (without treatment).  

Each SSO occurrence may pose serious health 

risks to the community and its wildlife.

Groundwater inflow and infiltration (I&I) for pipes in 

the City’s sewer collection system is regarded as the 

primary source for most SSO events.  Groundwater 

or storm water enters the pipes through cracks, 

leaking joints, poorly operating manholes, or 

foundation drains and mixes with waste water for 

treatment at the plant.  City officials estimate up 

to two-thirds of normal daily flow in sewer pipes 

during summer months (less rain) is caused by 

groundwater inflow or infiltration phenomena.  

And, when combined, the impact for groundwater 

inflow and infiltration throughout the collection 

system may contribute up to half (3.5 MGD) of 

the peak winter demand of 7.0 MGD reported at 

the treatment plant.  In winter months (more rain), 

increased groundwater inflow and infiltration rates 

systemwide have increased reported demand at 

the treatment plant to 25.0 MGD — far greater than 

the 9.0 MGD permitted capacity, which causes 
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a SSO event and threatens the City’s National 

Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) 

Permit.              

The number of SSO events each year for Athens 

was historically in the single digits.  However, 

heavy rains in the region for 2020 resulted in fifty-

one recorded SSO events.  The number of SSO 

events in 2021 was twenty-six — again significantly 

higher than single digit normal reports for historic 

years.  Increased and sustained SSO events over 

the last two years have negatively impacted the 

City Water Services Department, and the Alabama 

Department of Environmental Management 

(ADEM) recently placed the Utility in the worst 

category of its ranking system in terms of system 

compliance.  This means the Utility may be a target 

in the future for administrative actions by ADEM.

Normal demand reported for the sewer treatment 

plant (7.0 MGD) is approximately 78% of its hydraulic 

capacity.  At 80%, most utilities in the United States 

complete a plan to expand the plant to keep up 

with future demand.  And at 90%, the expansion 

plan is funded by the Utility with a construction 

date identified.  Treatment plant expansions are 

very expensive, and they require approvals from 

federal and state regulators to increase discharge 

permits that are not always guaranteed.

Officials for the City’s Water Services Department 

should consider a comprehensive and aggressive 

solution to address groundwater inflow and 

infiltration problems as a cost-effective alternative 

to treatment plant expansion.  The pipe system 

is old in some parts of the system — installed 

60 to 70 years ago using clay pipe or a tar-fiber 

composite.  GIS data for the City’s waste water 

system estimates up to 25% of the pipes are clay 

material.  Much of these pipes have reached their 

life expectancy and rehabilitation or replacement 

of failing pipes could have a significant impact on 

reduced demands at the treatment plant.

Low cash reserves reported for the Water Services 

Department to maintain or expand the sewer 

system reinforce the need to target specific areas 

in the City for investment, and manage the location 

and timing of new development throughout the 

City to ensure sewer capacity exists to serve it.
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Storm Water
Impervious surfaces such as roads, parking lots, and 

buildings, interfere with the ability of rain water to 

soak naturally into the ground.  Storm water runoff 

from a rain event travels quickly across impervious 

surfaces — picking up sediment and pollutants 

— and carrying them to nearby lakes or streams.  

The simultaneous increase in water quantity and 

suspended sediments in some areas may lead to 

stream erosion and degraded water quality (i.e., 

non-point source pollution).

Waterways may be classified as “impaired” when 

pollutant runoff levels reach a certain threshold 

for the water system.  In Athens, Swan Creek is 

classified as an “impaired” stream likely because of 

the area’s agriculture or urban runoff and municipal 

storm water discharge points.  Swan Creek, in turn, 

contributes to the downstream impairment of 

Wheeler Lake and the Tennessee River. 

The City does not have a formal storm water 

utility at this time for planning, programming, and 

coordinating storm water improvements across 

the community.  Limited resources from the City 

Engineer and the Streets Department are used to 

inspect and maintain an aging municipal system 

of regional basins, conveyance pipes, discharge 

points, roadway gutters, swales, ditches, and 

manholes.  Two long-term drainage projects are 

included in the City’s Capital Improvements Plan:  

a pipe extension along Line Road (AL Highway 72) 

and improvements to Vine Street near the Browns 

Ferry Regional Detention Facility. 

The City of Athens Subdivision Regulations dictate 

storm water and drainage requirements for new 

development, including: proposed structures, 

conveyance systems, typical sections, and pre- and 

post-development run-off calculations.  Drainage 

facilities must be designed to accommodate a ten-

year rainfall event, except for major drainage ways 

— defined as serving a contributing watershed area 

of fifty acres or more — that must be designed to 

accommodate a one-hundred-year rainfall event.  

Residents and City officials expressed some 

dissatisfaction with storm water management 

in Athens during the comprehensive planning 

process.  Surprisingly, some of the issues are in new 

developments where site run-off and storm water 

collection areas are not flowing to logical points, 

or are overwhelming points downstream that were 

not sized for large storm events.  As a result, storm 

water management systems fail regularly and flood 

during significant rain events in the community.  

Large storm events in the future may continue to 

overwhelm the City’s storm water infrastructure as 

the climate changes and storms become larger, 

more intense, and more frequent.

The City of Athens is not required to participate 

in the NPDES Municipal Separate Storm Sewer 

System (MS4) Program mandated under the Clean 

Water Act because it was not designated an “urban 

area” in the 2010 US Decennial Census (minimum 

50,000 people in a settled area).  However, the 

City is identified as an “urban cluster” in the 

same Census and indications are the urban area 

designation is only a matter of time in this fast-

growing community.
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Figure 3 Watersheds and Impervious Surfaces in Athens
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Fire Protection
Fire protection and emergency medical services 

are provided in the community by the City of Athens 

Fire and Rescue Department.  The Department also 

provides services outside municipal limits under 

mutual aid agreements with twelve volunteer fire 

departments in unincorporated Limestone County.  

Fire and rescue calls are dispatched from the joint 

Athens-Limestone County E911 Center.

Three stations are located in the center, south, 

and southeast areas of the community.  They are 

staffed by forty-three certified, career firefighters, 

and most are also licensed emergency medical 

technicians (EMTs).  Two fire prevention officers 

and one administrative assistant also work in the 

Department.  Firefighters work in three, eight-hour 

shifts per day (approximately eleven officers per 

shift).  

All three fire stations are relatively new and well-

maintained.  Three fire engines, one aerial (ladder) 

truck, one brush truck, two utility vehicles, and 

a hazardous materials response trailer serve 

between the three stations.  A fourth fire engine 

is kept in reserve.  Some equipment is starting to 

reach twenty years of service.

Resources for the Department were used to 

respond to 1,800 calls for service in 2020 — about 

five calls per day.  Service calls may include fire-

related emergencies, serious medical emergencies, 

motor vehicle accidents, hazardous material 

incidents, or related activities.  The Department 

currently maintains an ISO Class Rating 2 for the 

community (scale is one to ten, with one being the 

best score possible).

In addition, the City’s Fire and Rescue and Police 

Departments currently operate on different 

radio frequencies (VHF vs. UHF), which creates 

communication problems while coordinating 

responses for an emergency.  It also creates 

problems for the Fire and Rescue Department 

when coordinating with other emergency service 

departments in the region.
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Figure 4 Athens City Fire Stations with 1.5 mile buffer areas
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Police Protection
Police protection for Athens’ residents and 

business owners is provided by fifty-two sworn 

officers serving in the Police Department.  The 

Department is also supported by eight dispatchers, 

three administrative staff, and twenty reserve 

officers.  

Police Headquarters is located on East Hobbs 

Street.  60 patrol vehicles and miscellaneous 

equipment support police activities.  Officers 

patrol in the community twenty-four hours a day.  

General services for the Department include:  

traffic enforcement, criminal investigation, wellness 

checks, and special events.    

As the population grows, so will the volume of calls 

the Police Department will respond to, and this may 

vary by the type and location of development.  For 

instance, single-family detached neighborhoods 

historically generate fewer service calls compared 

to shopping centers or multifamily buildings.  

Furthermore, the density of a community may 

influence the number and type of police officers 

needed to adequately cover a beat patrol or meet 

the local community’s needs.  Specific patrol 

districts within the City may be needed in the future 

to organize police resources and improve incident 

response times.

Police departments are generally less dependent 

on a network of stations than their colleagues in fire 

departments to perform their duties.  Therefore, 

hiring new officers and purchasing new patrol 

vehicles should be priorities for the Athens Police 

Department.  And, resources should be identified 

in the future to address growing issues with 

homelessness, mental health, and drug addiction 

in the community.  One or more resources may 

require partnerships with other law enforcement 

organizations, churches, or advocacy groups.

Solid Waste Collection
The City of Athens Sanitation Department provides 

solid waste collection inside City Limits.  Residential 

curbside pickup is provided on a weekly basis.  Some 

businesses are also served by the Department.  City 

garbage trucks use an automated arm to dump 

waste into the collection bin, which is operated 

from inside the truck cabin by the driver.  Limited 

bulk trash collection is also provided to customers 

(up to four cubic yards per week).

The City provides curb-side recycling for residential 

customers.  Materials are picked up twice a month 

and delivered to the City of Decatur for processing.  

Glass recycling must be done separately, and 

materials must be dropped off at the Athens-

Limestone Recycling Center on Lucas Ferry Road.  

The Recycling Center is open five days a week if 

residents want to drop off material for recycling 

between curb-side pickup dates.

Solid waste collected in the City is sent to a transfer 

station on 7 Mile Post Road that is operated by 

Limestone County, the City of Athens, and BFI 

before it is transferred to a landfill in Lawrence 

County.  
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Figure 5 Figure 4 Athens City Police and Limestone County Sheriff Department with 1.5 mile buffer areas
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Likely Impacts Analysis
Realizing the community’s vision for growth and 

development requires that adequate infrastructure 

capacity be available concurrent with the timing 

and location of new development.  This section of 

the Infrastructure Element summarizes future year 

impacts to supporting infrastructure anticipated 

through 2040 based on the Growth and 

Conservation Map and the City’s current service 

delivery standards.

When appropriate, national or regional standards 

are also provided for the different infrastructure 

categories to compare with local service delivery 

standards.  In the future, City officials may consider 

investing in one or more of the infrastructure 

categories to raise their service delivery standards 

to mimic national or regional standards.  

Previous sections of the Infrastructure Element 

provide a detailed summary of existing conditions 

or emerging trends for infrastructure in the City of 

Athens — including available capacities and the 

ability of different infrastructure to support existing 

development patterns and intensities.

Methodology
The consultant team for the Comprehensive 

Plan update completed a likely impacts analysis 

for the Growth and Conservation Map using 

CommunityViz and Microsoft Excel software.  A 

report highlighting the tools, their applications, 

key data and assumptions, and the performance 

measures used for the impact analysis is published 

as a companion document:  the Scenario Planning 

and Likely Impact Analysis Report for Athens, AL 

dated July 10, 2021.  A copy of the document is 

available from the Engineering and Community 

Development Department.

The methodology used for the likely impacts 

analysis generally meets the rules and requirements 

for preparing a municipal comprehensive master 

plan stated in Sections 11-52-8 and 11-52-9 of the 

Code of Alabama, 1975.

Anticipated Growth, 2020 to 
2040
Growth anticipated for the twenty-year planning 

horizon presented in the Population Element was 

used for the likely impacts analysis:

 Residential 7,030 d.u.

Single Family Detached 4,125 d.u.

Townhome 910 d.u.

Apartment or Condominium 800 d.u.

Non-Residential  5,925,000 s.f.

General Retail 2,025,000 s.f.

General Office 1,800,000 s.f.

Industrial 2,100,000 s.f.

A portion of the growth anticipated for the planning 

horizon is considered committed development, 

which represents active (or soon to start) 

construction projects in the City that were approved 

by City Council or the Planning Commission.  Hard-

coding recent development approvals for the likely 

impacts analysis ensures future year growth and 

development is consistent with the type, location, 

pattern, and intensity of development presented 

(and approved) during recent City land use or 

zoning cases.

The committed development inventory included 

projects constructed, under construction, or 
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assumed to be under construction (at least one 

phase of the project) before April 13, 2021.  Projects 

were considered eligible for the inventory if they 

had received rezoning, site plan, preliminary plat, or 

final plat approval.  

Figure 6 Locations of Committed Development Projects

A map of committed development assumed 

for the likely impacts analysis is provided 

above. The projects are limited to single-family 

neighborhoods, townhome communities, and 

multifamily complexes based on the information 

made available from City officials. 
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Future Year Needs by Service 
Category, 2020 to 2040
Future year impacts to supporting infrastructure 

anticipated for the planning horizon were calculated 

assuming implementation of the Growth and 

Conservation Map and future year growth for the 

City. 

Impacts summarized in the sections that follow 

represent new (additional) demand for the 

infrastructure categories. This is the absolute 

demand that should be accommodated in the 

future to keep pace with new development.  

Priority Growth Areas for the City are presented 

and shown on the Growth and Conservation Map 

in the next section of the Infrastructure Element.  

The different investment areas (Tiers) generally 

highlighted on the map should be considered as 

officials prioritize new or expanded infrastructure, 

and ensure capacity (supply) keeps pace with the 

timing and location of new development (demand) 

anticipated throughout the community.

The Comprehensive Plan provides policy direction 

for growth and development in the community 

that should be further refined in future master 

plans or feasibility studies, which are completed 

by the different infrastructure providers after 

the Comprehensive Plan is adopted.  Specific 

master plans or feasibility studies should address 

all of the infrastructure categories discussed 

in the Comprehensive Plan.  They should also 

provide more detail ― refined service area maps, 

preferred technologies or solutions, level of service 

standards, candidate projects, and more specific 

policies ― to implement broad ideas or concepts in 

the Comprehensive Plan.  The follow up plans and 

studies also serve as another bridge between the 

policies in the Comprehensive Plan and specific 

rules and requirements in the City’s zoning and 

subdivision regulations.

Natural Gas

The residential demand for natural gas in the 

planning area is expected to increase by 3.8 

millioncubic feet of gas annually, accounting for 

just the residential forecasted between 2020 and 

2040.

The City entered into a thirty-year purchase 

agreement for natural gas in 2018 with the 

Municipal Energy Acquisition Corporation, which 

purchases its gas from Goldman Sachs via the 

Southeast Alabama Gas System.  Natural gas 

available to the City is expected to meet demand 

for the foreseeable future, and additional supply 

is available for purchase on an as-needed basis if 

unexpected events occur.

Electricity

The residential demand for electricity in the 

planning area is expected to increase by 90,894 

megawatt per hour (mWh) per year, accounting for 

just the residential forecasted between 2020 and 

2040.  City officials should assess the distribution 

network in the next system-wide assessment 

and prioritize critical investments that safeguard 

reliability, expand service, and promote economic 

development.  Key components of the distribution 

network for the next review include:  transmission 

lines, substations, distribution circuits, and service 

lines.  Specific attention should be given to industrial 

areas depicted on the Growth and Conservation 

Map to ensure capacity exists to bring new jobs 

and investment to Athens.
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Officials should also coordinate with the Tennessee 

Valley Authority (TVA) to ensure bulk electricity is 

available to keep pace with the location and timing 

of new development throughout the community.

Water

The demand for water service in the planning area 

is expected to increase by 2.15 million gallons per 

day (MGD) assuming the residential and non-

residential growth forecasted between 2020 and 

2040.  The demand generally equates to 1.7MGD 

in the City’s defined water service area, and 0.45 

MGD in the defined service area for the Limestone 

Water and Sewer Authority.

Officials for the City of Athens Utilities Water 

Services Department should coordinate with their 

counterparts at the Limestone Water and Sewer 

Authority to ensure capacity will be available to 

serve the timing and magnitude of development 

anticipated in the Growth and Conservation Map for 

eastern and southern portions of the community.

Sewer

The demand for sewer service in the planning 

area is expected to increase by 1.86 million gallons 

per day (MGD) assuming the residential and non-

residential growth forecasted between 2020 and 

2040.  The demand generally equates to 1.47 MGD 

in the City’s defined sewer service area, and 0.39 

MGD in the defined service area for the Limestone 

Water and Sewer Authority.

Officials for the City of Athens Utilities Water 

Services Department should coordinate with their 

counterparts at the Limestone Water and Sewer 

Authority to ensure capacity will be available to 

serve the timing and magnitude of development 

anticipated in the Growth and Conservation Map for 

eastern and southern portions of the community.

Storm Water

Continued growth and development in Athens 

could negatively impact water resources — namely 

because of vegetation removal, disturbed and 

compacted soils for construction, or increased 

impervious surface associated with new buildings, 

roads, and parking lots.  When the land’s capacity 

to absorb and hold water is decreased, it generates 

more storm water runoff, which flows at a faster 

rate into local streams.

Generally speaking, the amount of impervious 

surface — buildings, roads, and parking lots — in the 

community will increase over time assuming the 

residential and non-residential growth forecasted 

between 2020 and 2040.

The City should proactively plan for its future 

storm water needs with a new master plan, which 

reaffirms appropriate rain event design conditions 

to assume for locating and sizing storm water 

infrastructure throughout the community.  The 

master plan should consider the requirements of 

the NPDES MS4 Program now because the City’s 

qualification as a MS4 community will likely occur 

sometime in the future — even if it is likely beyond 

the planning horizon for this Comprehensive Plan.

An early start on a storm water management 

plan will maximize public-private investments in 

storm water concurrent with the timing of new 

development in the City — when land is still available 

to consider “big storm water management ideas”.  

This is the preferred alternative to retrofitting areas 

with storm infrastructure in the future when less 

land or options may be available and only the public 

entity is present to fund and implement solutions.

In the new master plan, the City should also focus 

on storm water management as an opportunity 
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to increase property values, create scenic views, 

anchor large parks, manage flood events, or attract 

wildlife.  A comprehensive strategy focused on large 

storm water facilities — ponds, canals, or storage 

tanks — to prioritize water quantity reduction goals, 

and smaller storm water facilities — bioretention 

facilities or rail gardens — to prioritize water quality 

improvement goals will best benefit the City and its 

residents.

Storm water management standards, best 

management practices, contractor requirements, 

and perimeter controls should be considered 

when planning future storm water infrastructure 

investments, and enforced for new residential 

and non-residential developments in more 

comprehensive and stringent local policies and 

ordinances.  Resources for the City Engineer and 

the Streets Department should be increased to 

inspect storm water infrastructure on a three-year 

inspection cycle.

Funding for a new storm water management 

program may come from a new watershed 

protection and restoration fee, which could fund 

different storm water initiatives:  new or retrofitted 

storm water facilities, stream or wetland restoration, 

operations and maintenance of the storm water 

system, public outreach and education, or storm 

water management planning.  The fee amounts 

charged may be influenced by the size of the 

property or the area of new impervious surface 

added to the landscape.  Fees could be reduced 

if property owners add certain on-site stormwater 

management infrastructure to their sites voluntarily.

Police Protection

The demand for sworn police officers in the 

planning area is expected to increase from 52 to 

98 assuming the residential and non-residential 

growth forecasted between 2020 and 2040 and 

the City’s current service delivery standard of 2.0 

sworn officer per 1,000 residents.  

Generally speaking, the Athens Police Department 

is behind other police departments in the 

Southeast United States in terms of the number 

of sworn officers provided for a city of similar size, 

providing a rate of 2.0 sworn officers per 1,000 

residents.  A service delivery rate of 2.8 sworn 

officers per 1,0000 residents is more appropriate 

based on standards published by the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation in 2011. The 2.8 rate is more 

consistent with the Athens Police Department 

target for officer staffing.

Continued expansion of the City’s (sub)urbanizing 

area away from its traditional development core 

may also require that one or more police patrol 

districts be established in the future to organize 

resources and maintain reasonable incident 

response times.

Fire Protection

Demands for fire protection and emergency 

medical services will continue to increase as 

Athens grows.  More equipment, personnel, and 

stations will be needed to maintain and improve 

the Department’s protection and response times.  

The demand for firefighters in the planning area is 

expected to increase from 43 to 71 assuming the 

residential and non-residential growth forecasted 

between 2020 and 2040.

The concentration of new employment or 

population centers in far reaches of the community 

could increase demand for new fire stations 

— especially with the challenges of crossing 
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Interstate 65, AL Highway 72, or the CSX Railroad 

during peak use periods and increased response 

times created because of it.  Issues are expected 

to worsen in the short-term as most resources 

for the Department are located west of Interstate 

65 and a development boom is occurring east of 

Interstate 65.  A reduction in ISO Class Rating is 

possible in the future if resources are stretched 

too thin, which could create increased insurance 

premiums for residents and business owners.

Unlike police departments, fire departments are 

more dependent on a network of fire stations 

and fire hydrants located near neighborhoods, 

businesses, and industrial centers to house needed 

fire personal, vehicles, and equipment.  City officials 

anticipate a fourth fire station — either north or 

east of Fire Station No. 3 — may be needed in the 

future to keep up with new demands.

Solid Waste Collection

The demand for space at the Lawrence County 

Landfill is expected to increase by 501 tons per 

year assuming the residential and non-residential 

growth forecasted between 2020 and 2040 and 

general solid waste generation rates assumed for 

suburban communities in the United States.

For the City of Athens, additional solid waste 

collection vehicles will be needed to keep pace 

with future year demand.

Conditions for public education, parks, and 

recreation facilities are presented in other chapters 

of the Comprehensive Plan.  The impact analysis 

results for these topic areas are summarized below 

for convenience.  Please see the individual chapters 

for more information.   

Students

The number of school age children  in the Athens 

City School District is expected to increase by 

2,235 students assuming the residential growth 

forecasted between 2020 and 2040 and the 

current student generation rate assumed by the 

School District to forecast future growth.

Additional student stations to serve increased 

demand may require both new school construction 

and existing school expansion.  Private schools 

may also meet some demand in the future.

City officials should coordinate with the School 

District to ensure school capacity is available 

concurrent with the timing and location of future 

development.  The School District regularly 

conducts studies to enumerate future year student 

demand that are traditionally more detailed 

than the calculations performed for the City’s 

Comprehensive Plan.  The City should provide 

detailed development data to the School District 

to complete their student forecasts and studies.

Parks and Recreation Facilities

The demand for land needed to expand the local 

parks and recreation system will increase from 18 

acres to 30 acres assuming the residential growth 

forecasted between 2020 and 2040 and the City’s 

current service delivery standard of 0.7 acres per 

1,000 residents.

Continued expansion of the City’s (sub)urbanizing 

area away from its traditional development core 

may also require that more parks and recreation 

facilities be located closer to the residential 

neighborhoods they are intended to serve.  

Establishing park districts (sub-geography service 

areas) within the City may provide a framework 
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for ensuring an equitable distribution of regional, 

community, neighborhood, or special use (often 

athletic) park access throughout the community. 

Generally speaking, the City of Athens is far behind 

other park and recreation departments in terms 

of the amount of land it dedicates to parks or 

recreation facilities.  The National Recreation and 

Parks Association (NRPA), a national, non-profit 

service organization dedicated to advancing parks 

and recreation in the United States, recommends a 

general service delivery rate of 10.0 acres of land for 

parks and recreation facilities per 1,000 residents.  

The standard is further detailed by park type:

Neighborhood Park

2.0
ACRES PER 1,000 RESIDENTS

Community Park

8.0
ACRES PER 1,000 RESIDENTS

Using NRPA standards, the City experiences 

a shortfall of 123 acres for general parks and 

recreation facilities in 2020, and demand for 135 

acres for general parks and recreation facilities in 

2040 assuming the residential and non-residential 

growth forecasted for the planning area and the 

new service delivery standard.  The distribution 

of new parks and recreation facilities should be 

throughout the community, and new residential 

neighborhoods should include one or more small 

parks within them to serve adjacent homes. 

Regional parks — comprised of several hundred 

acres each — that serve multiple surrounding 

communities in the region are also needed in the 

future to meet residents’ needs for specific park 

facilities (e.g., camping, large trail systems, fishing, 

etc.).  The City of Athens should partner with 

Limestone County and other towns and cities in 

the region to identify one or more sites appropriate 

for new regional parks.
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Continued growth in the planning area places new 

demands on infrastructure that lowers levels of 

service and ultimately requires increased capacity or 

new service areas to keep pace with growth.  Future 

investments in community infrastructure should 

support build out of the Growth and Conservation 

Map presented in the Land Use and Community 

Character Element of the Comprehensive Plan.

Generally speaking, the Growth and Conservation 

Map advocates for more compact and efficient 

development patterns that will help manage 

the timing, location, and magnitude (length and 

size) of expensive infrastructure investments.  

The City should prioritize infill development and 

redevelopment within its existing service areas to 

manage large-cost infrastructure expansion unless 

it supports clear economic development goals for 

the City.

With limited resources, the City may also need to 

prioritize capital project funding and programming 

in future years to 1) encourage growth and 

development in some areas of the community and 

discourage it in others, 2) manage limited resources 

across several departments to be more impactful 

with intended outcomes, and take advantage 

of potential economies-of-scale, 3) incentivize 

development in new or improved areas depicted 

on the Growth and Conservation Map, and 4) help 

link neighborhoods with activity centers, create 

new public spaces between them, and generally 

support the overall transformation of some 

areas in the community from a more automobile, 

suburban character to a more walkable and vibrant 

environment.

Market activity and private investments in Athens 

will help drive the need for capital projects within 

defined investment tiers, and especially for 

Priority Infrastructure Investment Areas
improvements in the spaces around, between, 

and adjacent to buildings (i.e., the public realm).  

Coordinating investments in public spaces — public 

and private — offers the opportunity to significantly 

influence the form and function of Athens and 

create a positive sense of place for the community.

The Growth and Conservation Map will help officials 

manage the amount and timing of new infrastructure 

needed to support future (re)development in the 

community — understanding finite resources are 

available to expand infrastructure capacity and, in 

many cases, infrastructure projects may take ten- 

to twenty-years to build out when accounting for 

the time needed to plan, design, fund, and build 

large projects.

Service providers should count on the location and 

distribution of development change or intensity 

depicted on the Growth and Conservation Tiers 

Map to prepare their own long-range master 

plans and programs, or phase infrastructure 

improvements to keep pace with development.

A description of five different investment tiers 

depicted on the Map and the intentions to manage 

future development with each are presented in the 

Growth and Conservation Section Framework.
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Recommendations

01
Manage Future Growth and 

Development in Accordance with the 

Growth and Conservation Map

Investments in infrastructure should be 

targeted (and prioritized) in accordance 

with the Growth and Conservation Map and 

its associated investment tier descriptions.  

Following the Map will help manage the 

amount and timing of new infrastructure 

needed to support future (re)development 

in the community — understanding 

finite resources are available to expand 

infrastructure capacity and, in many cases, 

infrastructure projects may take ten- to 

twenty-years to build out when accounting 

for the time needed to plan, design, fund, 

and build large projects.

Service providers should count on the 

location and distribution of development 

change or intensity depicted on the Growth 

and Conservation Map  to prepare their own 

long-range master plans and programs, 

or phase infrastructure improvements to 

keep pace with development.

Recommendations Cont.

02
Make Greater Cents of the City’s 

Growth and Conservation Map to Fund 

Infrastructure Needs in the Future

The Comprehensive Plan should focus 

on long-term priorities to improve the 

City’s financial outlook by increasing 

its overall tax base and its diversity.  Be 

creative in implementing strategies that 

maximize sustainable revenue streams 

for future year infrastructure investments, 

and reconsider rules and requirements in 

the City for commercial, office, industrial, 

or mixed-use areas related to densities, 

land use mix, building heights, or parking 

requirements that depress development 

potential (and thus tax and fee generation 

potential). Consider incentives that 

encourage redevelopment of underutilized 

commercial parcels in the City to increase 

sales tax revenues.

03
Capitalize on Strategic Partnerships 

to Implement Future Infrastructure 

Projects

Different stakeholders in Athens — City 

government, other service providers, 

state and regional agencies, developers, 

investors, business owners, neighborhoods, 

etc. — have a shared responsibility for 

implementing the vision and guiding 

principles in the Comprehensive Plan.  This 

group is stronger when working together 

to identify, prioritize and fund capital 

projects in the community, and leveraging 

their individual investments in the City will 

maximize benefits for all.
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Recommendations Cont.
City officials should look for opportunities 

to ‘connect the dots’ with their partners 

when implementing improvements in the 

community — 1) convene a professional/

community leaders committee to regular 

discuss public and private infrastructure 

projects in the City, 2) coordinate individual 

private sector projects to meet shared 

City goals, 3) contribute to upsizing certain 

infrastructure beyond the needs of an 

individual project to serve larger community 

needs, 4) sync individual project schedules 

to minimize disruptions in the community, 

5) look for economies-of-scale with 

multiple projects to build infrastructure 

more efficiently, and 6) coordinate design 

details for individual projects to reinforce a 

common brand and sense of place unique 

to Athens.

Also, consider how City and private 

investments — street improvements, 

utilities, public spaces, lighting, landscaping, 

art, etc. — might leverage other investments 

on private property in terms of building 

use, scale, placement, materials, and 

interactions with the public realm.

Recommendations Cont.

04
Create One, Comprehensive Capital 

Improvements Plan for All Departments 

in the City of Athens

The City Engineering and Community 

Development Department publishes 

a Capital Improvements Plan (CIP) for 

streets, sidewalks, drainage, and vehicles 

that tracks future projects, their costs, 

and funding allocations.  The CIP should 

be expanded to include needs expressed 

by the City’s Utility Departments — Water, 

Sewer, Electric, and Natural Gas — in a 

single document.

A comprehensive CIP process and 

document will distribute costly projects 

over time, protecting the community from 

abrupt tax increases that might otherwise 

be required to fund them. 

By requiring local governments to 

periodically review their current and 

potential capital needs in one coordinated 

document, a CIP improves planning for large 

projects and protects local government 

officials from being confronted by a sudden 

need for an unplanned capital expenditure.  

Information presented in the document 

helps decision-makers coordinate 

improvements between City departments 

for greater efficiency, and assesses short-

term financing requirements in the context 

of long-term fiscal needs and constraints.
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Recommendations Cont.
The comprehensive CIP should be updated 

annually to reflect progress towards 

implementation and include more current 

information for planned expenditures and 

revenues.  The first year of the CIP becomes 

the annual capital budget that is submitted 

concurrent with the operating budget 

for consideration.  CIPs can also improve 

a municipality’s bond rating and lower 

interest costs based on demonstrated 

prudent fiscal management.  Often times, 

this document becomes the benchmark 

for the overall fiscal health of the local 

government.

05
Address Deferred Maintenance 

Concerns in Future Year Budgets

An increasing gap between annual 

maintenance funding for infrastructure 

and the funds identified as needed to 

maintain existing infrastructure across the 

City is expected to grow in future years 

based on current policies, practices, and 

funding formulas.  As a result, the critical 

maintenance backlog will steadily grow 

over time for all categories as existing 

infrastructure ages-in-place.  Each year 

of delay to address needed maintenance 

obligates the City to larger, more expensive 

capital costs in the future when facilities 

fail and lead to emergency repairs or 

replacement.  The cost to complete these 

improvements could place long-term 

burden on future budgets for decades 

to come that could have been managed 

with regular spending on maintenance of 

existing infrastructure.

Recommendations Cont.
City officials should set and commit to 

a minimum guaranteed fund allocation 

for maintaining critical infrastructure 

categories in City as a component of the 

annual budget process.

06
Consider the Merits of a Consolidated 

Administration for Athens Utilities

The City should evaluate if a consolidated 

administrative unit for the three City of 

Athens Utility departments — natural gas, 

electric, and water and sewer — would 

provide certain coordination or financial 

benefits that justify a consolidation.  

Officials should act on reasonable findings 

and conclusions from the assessment, 

including appointment of a General Utility 

Manager if deemed to be a benefit. 

07
Complete a Water and Sewer 

Master Plan and Implement its 

Recommendations

The City’s Water Services Department 

does not currently maintain a water and 

sewer master plan, nor a long-term capital 

improvements plan (CIP), to program, fund, 

or construct expensive water or sewer 

infrastructure projects in a timely- and 

cost-effective matter.  A commitment to 

preparing a master plan would 1) distribute 

costly projects over time, 2) better ensure 

infrastructure capacity is available where 

and when demands are anticipated, and 

3) protect customers or taxpayers from 

abrupt rate or tax increases that might 

otherwise be needed to fund immediate or 

future needs.  The new master plan should 

include project thresholds or “trigger 

points” to ensure infrastructure is in place 

to serve new development.  
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Recommendations Cont.
A new fee structure for the Utility should 

also be evaluated in the master plan to 

ensure funds are available to operate, 

maintain, and expand the system to keep 

pace with new development and manage 

the Utility’s debt service needs.

Capital Projects recommended in the 

Water and Sewer Master Plan should be 

included in the City’s new Comprehensive 

Capital Improvements Plan.

The new master plan should be reviewed 

and updated on a five-year cycle, taking 

into account implementation costs, 

revenues collected, and new development 

patterns.  The City should also coordinate 

with the Limestone County Water and 

Sewer Authority during the master planning 

process to coordinate shared interests for 

serving the City of Athens planning area.

Recommendations Cont.

08

Prioritize Investments in the Sewer 

Collection System that Address 

Groundwater Infiltration and Inflow 

Concerns 

Groundwater inflow and infiltration (I&I) 

for pipes in the City’s sewer collection 

system is regarded as the primary source 

for most sanitary sewer overflow events.  

Groundwater or storm water enters the 

pipes through cracks, leaking joints, poorly 

operating manholes, or foundation drains 

and mixes with waste water for treatment 

at the plant.  City officials estimate up to 

two-thirds of normal daily flow in sewer 

pipes during summer months (less rain) is 

caused by groundwater inflow or infiltration 

phenomena.  And, when combined, 

the impact for groundwater inflow and 

infiltration throughout the collection 

system may contribute up to half (3.5 

MGD) of the peak winter demand of 7.0 

MGD reported at the treatment plant.

The City should immediately plan, 

program, and fund investments in the 

sewer collection system that address 

groundwater infiltration and inflow (I&I) 

problems.  This initiative presents the most 

cost-effective alternative to expansion 

of the sewer treatment plant, and should 

satisfy concerns for excessive sanitary 

sewer overflow events under the City’s 

NPDES permit and scrutiny from the 

Alabama Department of Environmental 

Management for poor system performance.  

Grant funding from federal and state 

sources should be sought to pay for a 

portion of the improvements.
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Recommendations Cont.

09
Discourage the Use of Private 

Decentralized Sewer Systems (Package 

Plants) Inside City Limits

Decentralized Sewer Systems provide for 

communal wastewater treatment, which 

supports slightly higher densities for 

residential or non-residential development 

outside of a municipal sewer system 

service area.  The technology exists to 

build and maintain sustainable package 

plant treatment systems; however private 

systems in the United States often fail 

because of system-ownership concerns 

among participants, the annual cost of 

maintenance, and the very large costs to 

homeowners or businesses incurred when 

systems fail and need to be replaced.  Often 

times, failed private package treatment 

plants become an important health (and 

political) issue, and a close-by public 

utility must step in and assume financial 

responsibility for the system.

Private package treatment plants in the 

City of Athens sewer service area should 

be discouraged.  The City may decide 

in the future to build and operate its 

own small, package treatment plants in 

specific locations as a component of its 

comprehensive strategy to serve sewer 

treatment needs in the future.  In these 

instances, the City will be able to take 

advantage of its in-house resources and 

expertise to successfully operate safe and 

cost-effective package treatment plants. 

Recommendations Cont.

10
Increase Revenues to Fund Needed 

Water and Sewer Needs Now and in the 

Future

Low cash reserves reported for the 

Water Services Department to maintain 

or expand the water and sewer systems 

reinforce a need to increase the number 

of funding sources, and their productivity, 

to keep pace with existing and future year 

demands.

A full assessment of fund sources for the 

Utility — impact fees, service rates, and 

debt service — should be completed within 

one year after the Comprehensive Plan is 

adopted.  Changes recommended in the 

fund assessment should be adopted in the 

next budget cycle following its completion. 

11
Implement a Local Storm Water 

Management Strategy

The City should proactively plan for its 

future storm water needs with a new master 

plan, which reaffirms appropriate rain event 

design conditions to assume for locating 

and sizing storm water infrastructure 

throughout the community.  The master 

plan should consider the requirements of 

the NPDES MS4 Program now because the 

City’s qualification as a MS4 community 

will likely occur sometime in the future.  

It should also consider whether the City 

should create a storm water department 

inside Athens Utilities, and assess storm 

water fees to implement recommendations 

from the master plan.
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Recommendations Cont.
The City should focus on storm water 

management as an opportunity to increase 

property values, create scenic views, 

anchor large parks, manage flood events, 

or attract wildlife in the new master plan. 

Storm water management standards, 

best management practices, contractor 

requirements, and perimeter controls 

considered in the master plan should 

be enforced for new residential and 

non-residential developments in more 

comprehensive and stringent local policies 

and ordinances.

12
Invest in the City’s Fire Protection 

Services to Keep Pace with Future 

Growth

Areas targeted for growth and development 

on the Growth and Conservation Map will 

generate needs for new or expanded fire 

stations to keep pace.  Some development 

areas may require investments in land, 

buildings, or equipment to accommodate 

larger facilities, new vehicles, or more 

personal at the stations.  The magnitude 

and timing of investment should be phased 

to maintain an ISO 2 insurance ratings for 

the City.

City officials should study the need for 

new and expanded fire station facilities 

in the City, and program future capital 

improvements and personal investments 

in the City’s Capital Improvements Plan 

and Annual Operating Budget to keep pace 

with the location, magnitude, and timing of 

growth anticipated through 2040.

Recommendations Cont.

13
Update the City’s System-Wide Electric 

Assessment Study

A system-wide assessment of electric 

infrastructure for the City’s Utility is 

completed every five years, which projects 

future year demand for five-, ten-, and 

twenty-year planning horizons.  The City 

should consider new investments in the 

electric distribution system — transmission 

lines, substations, and meshed networks — 

in its next update to serve needs influenced 

by the development types, locations, 

patterns, and intensities depicted on the 

Growth and Conservation Map. 

14
Increase the Number of Natural Gas 

Customers for the Athens Utility

Invest in the service area for natural gas with 

new mains and related infrastructure that 

might increase the number and diversity of 

customers for the Utility.  Spotlight natural 

gas as a clean, reliable, and economical 

alternative to electricity in different 

public outreach materials, and encourage 

inclusion of natural gas infrastructure in 

new developments. 
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Recommendations Cont.

15
Invest in the City’s Police Protection 

Services to Keep Pace with Future 

Growth

As the population grows, so will the volume 

of calls the Police Department will respond 

to, and this may vary by the type and location 

of development in the community.  Hiring 

new officers and purchasing new patrol 

vehicles should be priorities for the Athens 

Police Department to keep pace with new 

development.  And, resources should be 

identified in the future to address growing 

issues with homelessness, mental health, 

and drug addiction in the community.  One 

or more resources may require partnerships 

with other law enforcement organizations, 

churches, or advocacy groups.

16 Be a Solid Waste Entrepreneur

Some cities in the United States that 

provide solid waste collection services 

are aggressive in their thinking about solid 

waste entrepreneurship, which minimizes 

tons of waste each year destined for a 

landfill and promotes reduction, reuse, 

and recycling philosophies important to 

operating a more profitable solid waste 

management system. 

Recommendations Cont.
Officials in Athens should study their 

solid waste collection peers in the United 

States that are expanding their business 

opportunities through reuse and recycling 

programs.  Examples may include, but are 

not limited to, large-scale composting 

centers that sell decomposed waste as 

topsoil; bio-digester facilities that convert 

food waste to methane gas; tree trimming 

operations that create mulch for sale; 

pelletized waste for fuel programs; or 

partnerships with non-profit organizations 

to collect gently-used furniture for resale.   

17
Advocate for “Smart City Technologies” 

in Future Capital Projects

The City is interested in different integration 

technologies for improved facilities and 

services in the community, which benefit 

from a broader “smart cities initiative” 

in Athens that links together different 

information systems and provides more 

opportunities for real time information-

sharing with the community.

Early ideas for smart city technology should 

begin in the Comprehensive Plan and be 

implemented in one or more master plans 

that follow to develop a citywide strategy 

that acts as a framework to coordinate 

individual investments for various 

departments or their partners.
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Recommendations Cont.

18

Share Vehicles, Equipment, and 

Personnel Between the City Utility and 

Other City Departments to Maximize 

Efficiencies

Some municipal utilities in the United 

States identify opportunities to share 

resources, discount services, etc. between 

utility and non-utility departments 

in the same jurisdiction to maximize 

efficiencies.  Specific opportunities may 

include, but are not limited to, shared 

vehicles, equipment, human resources, bill 

collection, administration, legal assistance, 

or buildings and storage facilities.

A memorandum of understanding (MOU) 

should be developed between the City 

Utility and other City departments to 

formalize partnerships that deliver services 

in the community more effectively and 

more efficiently.  Considerations in the 

MOU should respect federal, state, or local 

laws, norms, or restrictions that govern a 

municipal utility.  

19

Start a Citizens Academy in Athens that 

Increases Residents’ Understanding of 

City Government and Operations, and 

Promotes More Residents’ Interactions 

with City Departments

City officials should start a Citizens 

Academy that spotlights different roles and 

responsibilities for the local government, 

and the capabilities of different City 

departments.  The free course would 

span several weeks, and favor in-class 

instruction, hands-on learning exercises, 

local field trips, and take-home materials.

Recommendations Cont.
Goals of the program should be to improve 

communication between City officials 

and residents, increase participation on 

volunteer boards, and generally improve 

information-sharing and consensus-

building processes within City government. 

Participants should be selected for the 

Academy using an application process.  

One class per year will keep it manageable 

for City staff to lead, while keeping interest 

in the program high for local residents.

20
Increase Access to High-Speed 

Broadband Internet

Information technology infrastructure 

— specifically high-speed, high-quality 

internet service — is essential for Athens 

if it wants to recruit high-tech industries 

in the region, the creative people they 

target as employees, or a growing group 

of entrepreneurs that could strengthen a 

community.

The City should evaluate options for bringing 

faster high-speed broadband internet to 

planning area, whether by partnership with 

a private provider or through investments 

in a municipal-funded network.  Target 

areas in the planning that will support near-

term economic recruitment initiatives for 

technology firms, advanced manufacturing, 

or university-related industries.
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Recommendations Cont.

21
Coordinate Development Review and 

Inspections Responsibilities Across All 

City Departments

City officials should evaluate the 

efficiency and effectiveness of its current 

development review and inspection 

process, and consider new standards 

that formalize design and inspection 

requirements for new development.  Review 

processes should be well-documented 

between City departments, and a permit-

tracking software should be considered 

to coordinate review procedures and 

compliance acknowledgements.   

22
Increase the Resources Available for 

Plan Development Review

Limited resources are available at the City 

for development review services related to 

the various infrastructure topics which are 

further stretched by the pace of growth and 

development in the community.  Officials 

should review current fees for development 

review against peer cities in Alabama and 

the Southeast United States, and increase 

fees, or their structure, accordingly to 

reflect the amount of time and resources 

needed to complete timely development 

(re)review and (re)inspection.

Fees may be used to hire additional 

staff at the City to provide development 

review services, or to fund consultant 

resources that support City staff to provide 

development review services. 
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Coordination Activities
Anticipating new infrastructure needs for the City 

is essential to planning, programming, and funding 

new capacity for the future, and direct coordination 

with the different service providers, and the 

officials that influence development patterns and 

intensities in Athens, is critical to ensuring capacity 

(supply) keeps pace with new development 

(demand) throughout the community.

City officials should communicate with service 

providers on future year needs associated with the 

Growth and Conservation Map.  General priority 

Credit: Athens Main Street

investment areas for managing the timing, location, 

and magnitude of growth consistent with available 

resources should also be shared with service 

providers using the Growth and Conservation Map  

as a guide.  Both activities should begin within the 

year following adoption of the Comprehensive Plan.  

Information for the infrastructure categories 

provided in the Comprehensive Plan should be 

refined further in future master plans or feasibility 

studies completed after the Plan is adopted.  
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The cultural resources available in the City of Athens 

already stand out compared to the rest of the region. 

Many times, throughout the Athens2040 process, 

residents noted their love for the arts, community 

events and festivals. Residents expressed a desire 

to increase opportunities for celebrating diversity 

in the City and activities for all ages. This Element 

discusses current conditions relating to Downtown 

Athens; festivals, events, and entertainment; the 

arts; educational facilities; the library; and the 

hospital, followed by recommendations for each.

Downtown Athens

Downtown Athens is prized by its com-
munity members and people truly view the 

area as the City’s biggest asset. It was stated 
that the City could invest more into Downtown. 
In particular, better signage is needed that ad-
vertises Downtown amenities and guides visitors 
there.

WHAT WE HEARD...

The Square

Downtown Athens is already a major asset to 

the City and should continue to be preserved. 

“The Square”, is the heart of Downtown, with the 

Limestone County Courthouse in the center and 

local businesses facing it, and comprises blocks 

of Marion Street, Washington Street, Market 

Street, and Jefferson Street. According to Athens 

Main Street, approximately sixteen food and drink 

establishments and over twenty retail stores are 

located Downtown, making it a hub where small 

businesses can thrive, along with non-profits 

and city buildings, such as the Limestone County 

Archives, Athens State University Center for 

Lifelong Learning, LCCI Food Pantry, and the Athens 

Main Street office. 

Not only is Downtown Athens an economic 

generator for the City, but it is conveniently located 

near multiple other amenities, including the 

Alabama Veterans Museum, Houston Memorial 

Library, and Big Spring Memorial Park. Its proximity 

to these wonderful amenities should be taken 

advantage of by the City so that they can all benefit 

economically.

“Classic. Southern. Character.” is the slogan used 

to describe the City of Athens, and it perfectly 

captures the essence of all that Downtown Athens 

is—a classic Southern downtown square full of 

vibrant festivals, events, businesses, and art, 

which ultimately lend to its charm and character. 

Residents know that it is the jewel of the City and 

that it must be invested in properly.

Planapalooza™ participants expressed an 
overwhelming desire for increased aware-

ness of diversity and multiculturalism within the 
community.

WHAT WE HEARD...

Introduction
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Recommendations

01

Add wayfinding signage to Downtown, 

including parking guidance. Coordinate 

with recommended gateway road 

treatments in Transportation.

02
Add parking shuttle services during 

events to increase accessibility and 

participation for all residents and visitors.

03

Implement a parking management plan 

with demand-based pricing including 

during events. A clear, user-friendly 

system is essential. Current research 

on parking management reveals that 

charging just the right amount so that 

one space per block of on-street parking 

is always open leads to less traffic circling 

for parking, discourages shop employees 

from taking prime storefront spots all 

day, and benefits business revenues 

(the “right amount” may be zero for 

many blocks). Parking revenue can be 

used in turn to beautify and improve the 

streetscape and shopping environment.

04
Provide activities in Downtown for all 

ages.
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Community Events and 
Entertainment
Events that celebrate history and culture build 

community pride and, for some, foster a sense 

of belonging. One of the most effective ways to 

engage the community in shared experiences is 

to organize events and activities around holidays 

and other significant dates. These events can give 

participants an opportunity to learn something 

about their City while engaging with people they 

may not otherwise meet. 

Festivals, Events & Entertainment
Athens’ venues and festivals draw attendees from 

the county, state, and beyond. The City held its 

first annual Tennessee Valley Old Time Fiddlers 

Convention in 1967, although it technically dates 

back as far as the 1920s, and since then it has 

grown to be one of the City’s most successful and 

cherished events, with thousands of attendees 

yearly. The festival takes place in the fall, and 

each year celebrates an old-time music genre 

with deep historical roots in the Appalachian 

Mountains. Event proceeds go towards Athens 

State University scholarships and related projects. 

Legislation was passed by the State of Alabama 

in 2013, acknowledging the Tennessee Valley Old 

Time Fiddlers Convention as the official home of 

14 state champions, including the Alabama State 

Fiddle Champion.

Other popular events include: 

• Athens Cemetery Stroll

• Athens Christmas Parade

• Athens North Pole Stroll

• Athens Saturday Market?

• Athens Storytelling Festival

• Chocolate Walk

• Cruise In on the Square

• Duck and Run 5K

• Fridays After Five

• Haunt Walks

• Holiday Tour of Homes

• Kiddie Carnival

There are a lot of events held Downtown, 
but they could be better advertised well in 

advance for the public to plan ahead, and there 
is a desire for more culturally relevant events. 
Residents would like to collaborate with Athens 
State University more often and hold events that 
would entice visitors to Downtown specifical-
ly. People would like a theater Downtown, the 
Franklin Theatre in Franklin, Tennessee and the 
Princess Theatre in Decatur, Alabama were men-
tioned as inspiration.

WHAT WE HEARD...
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• Limestone County Relay for Life

• Limestone County Sherriff’s Rodeo

• Red, White & Boom

• Singing on the Square

• Sippin’ Cider Festival

• Wine walk tour

• 9/11 Heroes Run

Most City events are funded through sponsorships 

from non-profits, public-private partnerships, and 

local businesses. This means that more visitors and 

local spending equal more events. Finding ways to 

draw people to Athens and get them to spend a 

day, weekend, or even a week, helps support these 

events and local vendors.

Recommendations

01
Expand outdoor concert series to provide 

more entertainment options to reach a 

wider audience.

02

Activate key public spaces with seasonal 

events and activities. Themes could 

include seasonal local foods, winter 

activities, etc.

03

Create a stronger partnership with Athens 

State University to promote events for 

targeted audiences, such as college 

students and young professionals. Local 

restaurants and venues bring events 

Downtown that are popular with young 

people. Examples may include trivia, 

poetry, storytelling, and jazz nights.

04

Create new or expand existing Downtown 

or Athens-wide weekly event summary 

to make sure the calendar is regularly 

updated with all local events. Promote 

this source and ensure it can be accessed 

using social media.

05
Implement site improvements and 

expand length of farmer’s market 

Downtown.
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Introduction
Athens enjoys arts and cultural resources that 

rival those of much bigger cities, and residents 

of the community continue to express a strong 

desire to expand arts-related programming and 

events and to provide options for all ages, cultural 

backgrounds, incomes, and abilities.  As previously 

discussed, Downtown Athens is the cultural hub 

of the City and the natural gathering place for the 

community. 

Athens should continue to market its own brand 

as an arts & culture destination that celebrates 

its diverse cultures and population, history, and 

wide array of creative expression. Athens2040 

participants indicated that while it is necessary to 

celebrate local arts, learning about new cultures is 

equally important. 

Arts Programs & Institutions
Multiple times throughout the Athens2040 

Planapalooza™ process, participants mentioned 

the value of High Cotton Arts, an incubator space 

located Downtown and established by the Athens 

Arts League. High Cotton Arts allows for artists 

to use studio spaces at an affordable rate, hosts 

cultural events for those interested in the arts, and 

offers educational opportunities for all age groups 

to perfect their artistic skills (highcottonarts.com). 

Anyone can apply online for a studio space or 

exhibition space. High Cotton Arts participates in 

Fridays After Five and Christmas Open House, and 

hosts internal events such as book readings and 

Art After Hours.

Public Art
Public art, whether in the form of banners, 

sculptures, or murals, demonstrates the City’s 

commitment to arts and culture. In addition to 

enhancing the aesthetic quality of the streets and 

other public spaces, it helps create a sense of place 

that is uniquely Athens. Providing public art that is 

accessible to all is something that the citizens of 

Athens have strongly expressed their desire for.

Through the non-profit organization, Athens Main 

Street, the Merchants Alley Renovation project was 

designed in order to encourage placemaking, create 

a gathering and entertaining space for all ages, and 

showcase varying art forms. The alleyway itself can 

be found in Downtown on North Jefferson Street 

and connects North Jefferson and a municipal 

parking lot on Market Street and Madison Street. 

Merchants Alley will display murals and involve high 

Art is understood as important to the com-
munity, and there are numerous opportu-

nities for artists to showcase their work. How-
ever, there is a desire for more affordable studio 
spaces. Residents also suggested that public 
schools should emphasize art classes more than 
they currently do.

WHAT WE HEARD...

The Arts
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school students to implement the ‘perfect urban 

Instagram spot’ that would change from time 

to time. In addition, the alley will be transformed 

into a pedestrian-friendly environment with an 

updated pathway made of salvaged brick, string 

lights, and landscape design. This is an excellent 

way to improve the streetscape while also tapping 

into local residents’ talents through visual arts and 

entertainment (athensmainstreet.org/merchants-

alley-renovation/).

The City should support the expansion of public 

art through investments in major public facilities, 

streetscape, and public space upgrades; private 

development and other investments; improvements 

to civic and institutional sites (i.e., City facilities as 

well as hospital and college campus); grassroots 

efforts; and other mechanisms.

Recommendations

01

Seek national grants to showcase 

and support local artists, especially 

those with marginalized identities 

(e.g., Detroit/Kresge Foundation).

02
Consider developing a public art 

master plan.

03
Build on existing mural program and 

Alley Project.

04

Scale up current offerings in arts 

education, shared studio facilities, 

and event spaces. Refer to large 

community arts organizations such 

as AS220 in Providence, Rhode 

Island for inspiration.

05

In areas with an existing arts or 

maker presence, enliven blank walls 

or parking lots with liner buildings, 

or retrofit existing buildings into 

small maker/artist spaces

AS220
CASE STUDY

AS220 (as220.org) is a community arts organization in Providence, Rhode Island that provides gallery and arts 

facilities along with 45 affordable live/work studios for artists. AS220 offers artists opportunities to live, work, 

exhibit and perform in facilities including: four rotating gallery spaces, a performance stage, a black box theater, 

a print shop, a darkroom and media arts lab, a fabrication and electronics lab, a dance studio, a youth program 

focusing on youth under state care and in the Rhode Island juvenile detention facility, 47 affordable live/work 

studios for artists, and a bar and restaurant. The organization has developed, owns, and operates three buildings 

(a total of 100,000 sq ft) in Downtown Providence.  The first, a redevelopment of a blighted, nearly abandoned 

building, was accomplished with, as AS220 describes “a limited budget of $1.2 million, tremendous community 

support, highly imaginative fundraising, and most significantly, sweat equity.” AS220 is credited as a national 

model for socially responsible urban development, has been recognized nationally for its catalytic role in the 

revitalization of downtown Providence, and has earned a national reputation synonymous with an egalitarian, 

accessible approach to creative community.
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Schools
Athens City Schools is a K-12 public school district 

serving Athens, Alabama since 1909. There are 

seven traditional schools: one high school, three 

elementary, one intermediate, one middle and 

one high school. There is one K-12 non-traditional 

school, Athens Renaissance School.  The district 

serves 4,495 students, has 450 staff and in 

FY2020 had an annual budget of $43.5 million. 

Graduation rates and ACT scores are consistently 

higher than the Alabama state average.   Students 

have opportunities to participate in several 

Career and Technical Education clusters: Health 

Science, Business Administration, Marketing, 

Family and Community Studies, Education and 

Training, Computer Science, Project Lead the Way 

Engineering, Information Technology and JROTC.

In 2021 construction began on a new elementary 

school which will replace the existing Athens 

Elementary School. The existing building houses 

approximately 365 students in grades Pre-K-3, 

including the district’s two preschool programs. 

The proposed building would hold approximately 

600 students at capacity. Most elementary schools 

are at 85% capacity and the new building will help 

accommodate growth in the district. The school 

district has a program which routinely makes 

projections of population and student growth and 

evaluates the district’s ability to adequately serve 

them.

The Athens City Schools prides itself on being 

a progressive, high-quality school system that 

connects students and their families to a caring, 

Athens High School (Source: Athens City Schools)

Schools are steady now but waiting for a 
bubble, and kindergarten growth is already 

happening. Athens2040 participants strongly 
suggested that the City create more meaning-
ful partnerships with the University in order to 
involve more young people in city life through 
events held Downtown, as well as through vol-
unteering and other productive social opportu-
nities.

WHAT WE HEARD...

Educational Facilities
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traditional community.  Anecdotally, the quality of 

the school system has proven to be a major draw 

for new families in the region. While the school 

district prides itself on its overall quality and low 

student-to-teacher ratios, additional growth could 

put a severe strain on the system. As population 

growth continues, the district may have to consider 

an additional elementary school on the city’s east 

side and additional capacity to its intermediate, 

middle and high schools. 

With less state and federal money available for 

local education, many school districts struggle 

to address and accommodate ever-increasing 

school budgets. These budget increases translate 

to a rise in local property taxes, increasing the 

cost of living for some residents already struggling 

financially to remain in their communities. Schools 

and municipal officials need to find ways to 

address these challenges, and proactively plan for 

innovative ways to address budget increases.

Athens State University is the main higher 

education facility located in Athens. Founded in 

1822 as Athens Female Academy, this institution 

has changed names and affiliations multiple times 

throughout its history, but has continued to serve 

both its students and the community.  Facilities 

such as the Center for Lifelong Learning help 

bridge the gap between the University and the 

community by facilitating activities and educational 

opportunities.

Recommendations

01

Continue supporting and partnering 

with Athens City Schools. Good 

communication is critical between 

school officials, municipal officials, 

and residents to find solutions for 

limited financial resources to cover 

costs associated with providing a 

high-quality school education.    

02

Develop an opportunity for City 

planning staff, the planning 

commission and Athens City School 

staff to communicate with regards 

population growth and the School 

District’s land use needs for new 

schools and facilities.

03

Expand opportunities for the City of 

Athens to partner with Athens State 

University, identifying potential 

public-private partnerships with 

clear and tangible goals.  These 

partnerships could yield events, 

studies, grant funding, educational 

and economic development 

opportunities

Athens State University is a vital local asset and 

contributes to local and regional economy in a 

variety of ways. Most importantly, they educate and 

train students, producing talent that can benefit 

the local workforce. Students also purchase local 

goods and services, helping to fuel the City’s 

economy.
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Existing Conditions
The Athens-Limestone Public Library seeks to 

enrich the lives of all people in the community 

by providing services and materials in a variety of 

formats to meet their recreational, educational, 

personal, and professional needs. Emphasis is 

placed on providing popular library materials and 

access to useful information, supporting formal 

education, and stimulating young children’s interest 

in reading and learning.

In 2015, Library officials moved from their cramped 

10,000-square-foot, 44-year-old building into 

the renovated building at 603 S. Jefferson St. 

The 38,000-square-foot building is a sustainably 

designed renovation of an abandoned grocery 

store. The new library houses children and teen 

areas, a local history room, computer lab, private 

study rooms, used book store, refreshment area, 

circulation desk, outdoor classroom and meeting 

rooms for community gatherings and events. The 

library is open 48 hours per week with the help of 

11.3 full time employees. Staff also provide valuable 

programming for families and youth. The library is 

governed by a board of trustees.

In 2020 the library had 72,145 visitors and had 

8,848 registered users. This number is down from 

previous years, primarily due to the impact of the 

COVID pandemic. In 2019, the library had 108,858 

visitors and 12,901 patrons. That year 543 library 

program events were attended by 11,366 adults, 

teens and children. 

Library facilities are brand new, yet under-
funded, and would love to have a primary 

funding source.

WHAT WE HEARD...

Library

982
DIGITAL BOOKS77,051

BOOKS

3,528
DVDs

AUDIOBOOKS

1,103 E-AUDIOBOOKS

9,961
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Recommendations

01

Expand library programming 

and services. While the physical 

expansion of the library was 

completed, community resources 

and programs provided at the 

Athens Limestone Public Library 

should be expanded (both in scope 

and variety) to meet the needs of 

residents. Technology and mobile 

resources (e.g., book mobile, 

book fair events in public schools, 

preschool programs, etc.) could 

expand the scope of the library to 

serve the needs of the community.

02
Evaluate the potential for increasing 

funding or the library, potentially 

through a dedicated millage.

Athens-Limestone Public Library (Source: City of Athens)

The Athens-Limestone Public Library Foundation 

is a 501 (c)3 non-profit organization with a 

mission to provide financial support to enhance 

the facilities, collections and programs of the 

Athens-Limestone Public Library. Its support was 

instrumental in raising the funds for the new library 

building. It continues to support the library, with its 

current focus on expanding the library’s outdoor 

classroom to include a butterfly garden.  Most 

funding for the library is provided by the city, but 

the State of Alabama, Tennessee Valley Authority 

and Limestone County also support the library.
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Hospital and Emergency 
Medical Services
Athens-Limestone Hospital is an affiliate of 

Huntsville Hospital Health System, the nation’s 

third largest publicly owned hospital system. It is 

also a Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Alabama Tier 1 

hospital and recognized for having the highest level 

of compliance in the areas of quality awareness, 

patient safety and financial awareness. The 71-bed 

hospital has a 10 bed ICU and provides a broad range 

of services through 17 clinics and doctor’s offices. 

The hospital is one of the largest employers in the 

county and currently has 993 employees, growing 

43% since 2011. It also provides educational classes 

and community outreach: heart health, life support, 

diabetic, nutrition, breastfeeding, childbirth, and 

infant care classes.

The main hospital is located at 700 West Market 

Street. While modernized, the hospital’s main 

building is approaching 70 years old. Hospital 

leadership communicated that the hospital might 

soon outgrow its current facility. The hospital 

exceeded its capacity when COVID-19 hit. At 

one point, the hospital managed 44 COVID-19 

patients and had to implement its disaster relief 

plan, converting the post anesthesia care unit to 

a COVID-19 units, converting single occupancy 

rooms to double occupancy among other 

measures. Besides the need to grow the hospital 

and consider new locations, the hospital leadership 

cited additional challenges: a shortage of bedside 

nurses, radiology, and lab technicians.

Athens Limestone Hospital

301
Employment has grown by 

43%
Growth

Employees since 2011

Athens-Limestone Hospital provides emergency 

medical services for Athens and the surrounding 

communities.  The department is composed 

of 28 emergency medical technicians and 29 

paramedics. The ambulance fleet is composed of 

13 vehicles.

Recommendations

01

Improve access through the city to 

improve EMS response times. The 

city should prioritize transportation 

projects that facilitate travel times 

for emergency vehicles to the 

hospital. 

Hospitals in Limestone County were hit es-
pecially hard by COVID-19 and had to adapt 

dramatically. Funding sources were recently cut 
as well.

WHAT WE HEARD...

Hospital
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Athens has a multitude of historic resources that 

reflect the City’s rich heritage, many of which have 

been preserved through the proactive conservation 

measures of the Historic Preservation Commission, 

as well as individuals and local groups interested in 

historic preservation. Preserving Athens’ history is 

just as important as planning for its future. Athens 

has multiple historic districts and buildings that are 

cherished by the community, including the Athens 

State College Historic District, Donnell House, and 

Governor George S. Houston Home. One of the first 

steps in comprehensive planning is identifying what 

makes a place unique, and the answers often lie in 

its buildings, its people, and its role in the area over 

time. This section discusses Athens’ architectural 

and railroad history, along with recommendations. 

Historic Resources

The City’s history is honored and under-
stood by residents as important. People are 

proud of the train and the history behind it, say-
ing that they think it provides a perfect oppor-
tunity to capitalize on it through tourism (phone 
apps, tours, museums, etc.).

WHAT WE HEARD...

Architectural History

There are a number of historic buildings and districts 

in Athens that add to its character and architectural 

history. One of the most prominent districts is the 

Athens State College Historic District, which is 

adjacent to Downtown and home to Athens State 

University. Within this district are Founders Hall, a 

two-story Greek Revival building built in 1842, and 

McCandless Hall, built in 1914 and influenced by 

Introduction
Beaux Arts classicism (National Register of Historic 

Places Inventory). Athens’ historic properties tell 

the story of the people who have lived and worked 

in the City, and the architectural styles that were 

common at the time. Now mingling with modern 

structures, many of the City’s historic buildings have 

been preserved through the proactive measures 

of the City’s Historical Preservation Commission, 

Design Guidelines, and Historic Preservation 

Ordinance.

Athens’ historic buildings date back nearly two 

centuries. The Donnell House, a mid-18th century 

house museum and venue space, was the location 

for Athens Male College, which was established in 

1849, and later became home to the Athens public 

school system. It is now available for both private and 

public events, and visitors can experience a guided 

tour here as well (www.encyclopediaofalabama.

org/article/h-4035). The Governor George S. 

Houston House, also known as the Houston 

House, was constructed around 1830. Home to 

one of the most notable citizens of Athens, George 

Smith Houston’s family later donated the home to 

the City of Athens. It has since been utilized as 

the Houston Memorial Library and Museum and 

also serves as the foundational element of the 

Houston Historic District neighborhood (www.

houstonlibraryathensal.com). Located immediately 

outside of this district is the Old Post Office, built in 

1933 and added to the National Register of Historic 

Places sixty four years later. The Neo-Classical 

Revival style building has changed ownership 

multiple times and experienced a facelift or two, 

but the original integrity of the building has been 

kept intact. Now known as the Washington Street 

Courthouse Annex, it has housed the Limestone 

County Commission and its respective offices 

since 1979 (limestonecounty-al.gov/about/history/

old-post-office).
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Credit: Athens State University
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Name Address Registration/ Recognition

Athens Courthouse Square 
Historic District

Roughly bounded by Clinton, Hobbs, Madison, & 

Green Streets

National Register of Historic Places 

(NRHP)

Athens State College 
Historic District

Roughly bounded by Beaty, Pryor, Bryan, & Hobbs 

Streets

Historic Preservation Commission 

(HPC)

Barksdale-Looney House Corner of Highway 251 and Lindsay Lane
Alabama Register of Landmarks & 

Heritage (ARLH)

Bullington House 209 East Bryan Street ARLH

Cambridge United 
Methodist Church

Cambridge Lane ARLH

Robert Donnell House 601 Clinton Street South NRHP, HPC

Fort Henderson Site/Trinity 
Congregation Church 

Complex
Trinity Circle ARLH

Founder’s Hall 300 Beaty Street ARLH

Governor George S. 
Houston House

101 Houston Street North NRHP

Hines-Hobbs Cemetery 1201 West Hobbs Street ARLH

Houston Historic District
Roughly bounded by Washington, Marion, 

McClellan, 1st Ave, and Houston Streets
HPC?

Little Elk School Little Elk Road ARLH

Old Athens Main Post Office 310 Washington Street West NRHP

Walker-Kuykendall House 309 Clinton Street South ARLH
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Railroad History 

The City of Athens’ history directly relates to its role 

as a railroad connection during the Civil War, which 

contributes to a significant amount of the City’s 

growth. Originally known as the Louisville-Nashville 

Railroad, or L&N, this transportation path became 

a strategic supply route for Union General William 

Tecumseh Sherman (www.athensalabama.us/240/

History-of-Athens). By 1982, L&N was bought out 

by the Seaboard Coast Line Railroad, until four 

years later when they combined with C&O and B&O 

to become CSX Transportation, who owns the rail 

today (ALDOT Bureau of Transportation Planning 

and Modal Programs). It is definitely active today, 

with trains chugging through Downtown parallel 

between Marion and Clinton Streets numerous 

times daily. Athens2040 participants stated that 

children enjoy watching the trains go by blowing 

their horns, and there is a strong desire for the City 

to use the rail to their advantage, through tourism 

or simply to be more prominently featured as a 

historical asset. 

Credit: Athens Main Street Credit: Athens Main Street
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Recommendations

01

Consider partnering with others to 

promote private, or public, acquisition 

of historic properties to hold, manage, 

preserve, restore, and improve properties 

to promote historic preservation efforts.

02
Periodically review and amend Preserving 

Athens: A Citizen’s Manual for Athens 

Historic Preservation Districts.

03
Seek assistance from the State to 

advance historic preservation initiatives:

The Alabama Historic Rehabilitation Tax 

Credit is 25% refundable, and available 

for private homeowners and owners of 

commercial properties who substantially 

rehabilitate historic properties that are 

listed in or eligible for the national Register 

of Historic Places and are 60 years old 

or older. The tax credit provides jobs, 

increases the tax base, and revitalizes 

existing buildings and infrastructure, while 

preserving and rehabilitating Alabama’s 

historic properties. (https://ahc.alabama.

gov/alabamarehabtaxcredits.aspx)

The Alabama Historical Commission has a 

Certified Local Government (CLG) program 

in which cities receive valuable technical 

assistance and small matching grants from 

the National Park Service (NPS) and the 

State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO). 

CLGs demonstrate their commitment to 

saving what is important from the past for 

future generations through this federal and 

state partnership. The City of Athens is 

currently not a participant, but information 

on how to become one can be found at 

ahc.alabama.gov/CLG.aspx.

Recommendations Cont.

04

Consider recognizing the Athens 

Courthouse Square Historic District as 

a local historic district, as it is already 

registered nationally by the National 

Register of Historic Places. Local historic 

district recognition would allow the City 

to place its own restrictions on what can 

and cannot be done in the district.

05

Work with the Athens Historical 

Preservation Commission to promote 

historic preservation efforts and highlight 

the Black and indigenous history of the 

City.

06

Increase awareness of Athens’ historical 

resources and seek opportunities to 

share the stories of the City’s historical 

places, whether it be through existing 

walking tours, new phone apps, or, at the 

very least, more signage.

07 Create train viewing platforms.
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Introduction
The design and function of a transportation network 

is a testimonial to the priorities of a community. 

While providing mobility is essential, streets also 

contribute to or take away from a community’s 

vibrancy and quality of life. Transportation must be 

about more than moving vehicular traffic through 

a community; it must be about elevating the 

travel experience for all users – drivers, bicyclists, 

pedestrians, and transit users – while encouraging 

adjacent land uses that result in a more active and 

attractive economy. The core values that make 

Athens special should be reflected through its 

transportation network, resulting in streets that 

embrace community values and enhance quality 

of place, rather than just serving as mere vehicular 

conduits.

The character and allocation of space on a 

street plays a key role in user experience. Streets 

should be attractive, inviting, accessible, safe, 

and comfortable for all users. Great streets place 

people first – people that drive a car, ride a bicycle, 

walk, ride transit, and live, work, and visit Athens. 

A people-first design approach celebrates life, 

creates inviting and vibrant public spaces, and 

provides opportunity for sustainable, responsible 

growth. 

Street design should be holistic, providing a 

context-sensitive approach which results in 

streets that deliver a balanced quality of service to 

all modes of transportation and a high quality of life 

for the surrounding community. Thoughtful design 

is also important to ecology, as streets influence 

the environment through urban heat island effect, 

stormwater runoff, and the degree to which 

they support energy-efficient modes. Properly 

designed streets that create a truly multimodal and 

intermodal network can improve the safety, health, 

and the economic trajectory of a community.

The City of Athens and its residents expressed 

their desire to realize a transportation system that 

meets the changes and challenges faced by the 

community, while being responsive to multimodal 

needs. Placing a focus on moving people, regardless 

of transportation mode, will result in a City where 

everyone has accessible, safe, and connected 

mobility options.

Sidewalks and overall connectivity were 
the hot topics discussed throughout the 

PlanapaloozaTM process, as City residents have 
a strong desire for more sidewalks with ADA 
compliance and improved walkability.  Sugges-
tions included creating a Bike and Pedestrian 
Coordinator position by the City and mandating 
sidewalks on both sides of the street in residen-
tial developments. Getting children to and from 
schools North of Highway 72 from the South 
is unsafe—there are no crosswalks, pedestrian 
bridges, or buses. As for streets, connections or 
access roads are needed between parking lots 
so that it is simpler for vehicles to get to stop-
lights more safely. There is also a preference for 
two-way streets over one-way streets. Lindsay 
Lane in particular was mentioned as one that 
should be widened, while other major streets 
should be considered for narrowing. Corridors 
from the East to West and North to South are 
lacking throughout the City. Also, Athens is lack-
ing multimodal transportation options, and some 
wonder if there is potential for a shuttle service, 
or perhaps a dockless bikeshare in the Down-
town core. 

WHAT WE HEARD...
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Great streets place people first, regardless of their chosen mode of transportation.
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Complete Streets
The term “Complete Streets” has traditionally 

described the transforming of automobile-

centric thoroughfares into community-oriented 

streets. Complete Streets safely and conveniently 

accommodate all people, regardless of their 

chosen mode of travel.

Historically, our streets were designed for people, 

rather than cars. The focus on motorized vehicles 

didn’t happen quickly or by chance; similarly, 

refocusing our streets into places for people will 

take time and intentional effort. Creating successful 

Complete Streets requires leadership and broad 

community support. To realize streets that are 

places for all people, the following are critical:

• Community goals and objectives must be 

considered. What type of community does 

Athens desire to be? The answer should be 

reflected in Athens’ streets.

• Citizens should take on ownership of their 

streets. This only happens when they are 

involved in the planning and design of those 

streets.

• A street’s character should be influenced by 

those who travel, live, work, and play along 

the street. Property owners, developers, 

neighborhood leaders, students, and 

commuters all play a part.

• Street design must be context sensitive. 

No one size will fit every street in every 

neighborhood or district.

• While meeting traffic demand is important, a 

balanced approach should be employed to 

ensure that quality of service is realized for 

“Completing” a Successful Multimodal Network
all modes. Motorized vehicular needs should 

not be met at the expense of those walking, 

wheeling, bicycling, riding transit, and using 

micromobility devices.

Multimodal Network Principles
While Completes Streets will be realized one street 

at a time, it is important for Athens to implement 

a comprehensive approach to multimodal design. 

A successful multimodal network is one that 

provides safe, connected, and convenient mobility 

options for people of all ages, abilities, incomes, 

and cultural backgrounds. Athens’ streets connect 

motorists to the places they need and want to go. 

To support everyone, the network should provide 

the same connections for other users - bicyclists, 

pedestrians, and transit riders. Walking and 

bicycling are considered recreational activities for 

many residents of and visitors to Athens. However, 

for some people, walking, biking, or riding transit 

are vital forms of transportation, as they do not 

have access to an automobile. To achieve a truly 

multimodal network, Athens should focus on the 

following principles when improving and expanding 

its transportation network: 
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Safety: The frequency and severity of crashes are minimized; 
conflicts between nonmotorized users and motor vehicles are 
limited.

Comfort: Conditions do not deter nonmotorized users due to 
stress, anxiety, or concerns over safety.

Connectivity: All destinations can be accessed using a com-
plete bicycle, pedestrian, and transit network with no gaps or 
missing links.

Directness: Bicycling and transit routes and trip times are 
minimized. Designated crossings are provided frequently to 
reduce trip distances.

Cohesion: Distances between parallel and intersecting non-
motorized routes are minimized. 

Attractiveness: Routes direct bicyclists and pedestrians 
through lively areas and personal safety is prioritized.

Unbroken Flow: Stops, such as long waits at traffic lights, are 
limited and street lighting is consistent.

Equitable: Network improvements prioritize the most vulner-
able roadway users, pedestrians and bicyclists, and seek to 
provide facilities where demonstrated need is the greatest.

Elements of a successful multimodal network for Athens.
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Key Indicators
Athens has a relatively low percentage of zero-

vehicle households, as shown in Figure 1. Areas 

with the highest lack of vehicle access are west and 

northwest of downtown. While areas with zero-

vehicle households also have higher poverty rates 

(see Figure 2), these indicators are not necessarily 

tied together, as the highest area of poverty has 

more access to a vehicle.

Transportation Considerations
When considering commuters, as shown in Figure 

3, almost twice as many people come into Athens 

to work than those that leave the City for work. 

While less than 12% of Athens residents carpool 

or use a non-car mode to commute to work, less 

than 2% work from home. Nearly 48% of residents 

have short commutes of under 20 minutes.

Worker Inflow Live and Work 
in City

Worker Outflow

Athens

2,207 6,80611,277
(Live elsewhere, work in city) (Live in city, work elsewhere)

AthensAthens

Figure 1 | Zero-Vehicle Households Figure 2 | Households Living in Poverty

Figure 3 | Commuting
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Key Plans
• The City of Athens Public Works Department 

maintains the Capital Improvement Plan 

(CIP), currently updated for FY 2019-2024. 

The CIP provides a general schedule for when 

public improvements are proposed to be 

implemented, including planned transportation 

improvements. The CIP is presented online 

in a “story map” format that allows for ease in 

understanding the various components from a 

geographic perspective.

• The 2017 Zoning Ordinance of the City of 

Athens, Alabama includes in its purpose to 

“avoid congestion on the public roads and 

streets.”  

• The 2015 A Vision for Athens: Transportation 

Plan serves as the transportation component 

of the overall master planning effort for 

the City of Athens. Recommendations are 

intended to complement and build on this 

document. 

• The 2013 A Vision for Athens: A Future Land 

Use and Development Plan was the initial 

step for comprehensive planning for the City 

of Athens. 

• The 2007 Athens Traffic Circulation 

Standards is intended to regulate and balance 

the increased traffic flow generated by new 

development while preserving quality of life 

and the environment within the community. 
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Transportation System
All State roads are maintained by the Alabama 

Department of Transportation (ALDOT) and the City 

of Athens maintains all other streets within the city 

limits (see Figure 4). ALDOT will be a key partner in 

affecting change within the transportation network.

Figure 4 | Road Maintenance

US 72 serves as the primary east-west connector 

while US 31 serves as the main route from the 

south. Minor arterials serve as the key corridors 

into Downtown Athens from the north. Speed 

limits in Athens fall into two categories: 70 miles 

per hour and 25 miles per hour. The average traffic 

volume on most roads, not including US 31 and 

US 72, is under 5,000 vehicles per day. In the 2015 

Transportation Plan, US 72 was identified as the 

least functional roadway in the City, due to its poor 

levels of service for motorized vehicles.

Figure 5 | Functional Classifications

Goals & Strategies
Below are the larger goals and strategies regarding 

transportation. Specific recommendations to 

support these goals can be found on the following 

pages.

• Implement Planning and Policy Updates

• Enhance Entry Corridors and Gateways

• Reallocate Right-of-Way

• Improve Access Management

• Increase connectivity

• Improve Intersections

• Expand Off-road Trails and Greenway Network

• Complete the On-Street Bicycle Route 

Network

• Update the Pedestrian Sidewalk Network
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Planning and Policy
While the Transportation Element of a 

Comprehensive Plan is designed to provide a 

vision of a community’s transportation system and 

broad recommendations for improvement, it is not 

intended to analyze, study, and/or recommend 

detailed projects or policies. Therefore, a number 

of planning and policy related areas should be 

explored by the City of Athens to achieve a long-

term understanding and synergy between various 

transportation concerns.

Transportation Master Plan 
Update
Athens’ current Transportation Master Plan was 

adopted in 2015. These types of plans are generally 

updated in a five- to 10-year window. Much has 

changed in the past seven years, both in the 

character and growth of Athens and in approaches 

to transportation demands.

Athens should update its Transportation Master 

Plan to provide a 20-year program for the 

implementation of transportation improvements. 

As an evolution to the current master plan, it is 

recommended that the update be driven by a 

coordinated consideration of all improvements to 

deliver the most effective outcomes.

It should be emphasized that the update should 

take a balanced approach to the analysis of the 

network and ensure that meeting the demands of 

motorized travel is not accomplished at the expense 

of other modes. To that end, a comprehensive 

transportation model should be developed to 

provide insight into crafting the master plan. The 

model should be nuanced, capable of measuring 

the quality of service for all modes. This would 

require the model to be designed and calibrated to 

include automobile, truck, transit, pedestrian, and 

bicycle modes.

As a tool for systematic implementation, the 

Transportation Master Plan update should include 

cost estimates and a phasing plan that clearly 

denotes time periods for implementation of 

individual projects. These should be programmed 

for immediate-, short-, mid-, and long-term 

windows of time with clear triggers and milestones 

for their development. Additionally, funding sources 

should be explored and tied to projects.

Complete Streets Policy
Communities across the United States have 

adopted Complete Streets policies to make a 

clear statement about the character they desire 

for their streets as public spaces. From only nine 

documented policies in the year 2000 to over 

1,600 today, it is clear that Complete Streets are 

an important part of building a healthy, resilient, 

lasting community.

Athens should craft and adopt a Complete Streets 

policy that articulates its expectations for new 

streets and retrofits of existing streets. Smart 

Growth America provides excellent counsel on 

what elements are most appropriate, effective, and 

enforceable. These can be summarized into the 

following four categories

CORE COMMITMENT
BEST PRACTICES

IMPLEMENTATION

VISION
1

2

3

4
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Athens is encouraged to utilize Smart Growth 

America’s Complete Streets Local Policy Workbook 

to assist in drafting its own Complete Streets policy. 

Additionally, Smart Growth America has compiled 

a database of policies from throughout the United 

States that can be leveraged for inspiration.

While a Complete Streets policy is a great initial 

commitment, Athens will need to follow the policy 

with action by refining development regulations, 

issuing design guidance, training staff, implementing 

projects, and measuring performance.

Strong Towns Approach
Strong Towns is a not-for-profit organization 

that espouses an approach to development and 

growth that places a community’s long-term 

character, integrity, and financial bottom line as 

its highest priorities. As part of its resources to 

local communities, Strong Towns has developed 

a “go/no-go” process for evaluating new projects 

of any kind, including transportation projects and 

development projects that drive transportation 

decisions.

The process utilizes two filter questions to determine 

if a project should be approved. The “primary filter” 

is basically a simplified cost-benefit analysis. This 

is done one of two ways, either by demonstrating 

that the project mimics prior successful patterns 

or through doing basic math to weigh costs (e.g., 

infrastructure liability, maintenance, etc.) against 

benefits (e.g., public wealth creation, jurisdictional 

revenue creation, maintenance avoidance, etc.). 

The “secondary filter” uses a series of questions 

to determine if the project justifies raising taxes on 

the community. This two-filter approach not only 

gets communities thinking critically about projects, 

but it also leads to wise decision-making.

Recommendations

01

Update the Transportation Master Plan 

and build a transportation model that 

considers the quality of service for all 

modes.

02

Adopt a Complete Streets policy that 

would be instrumental in fundamentally 

transforming the look, feel, and function 

of the community’s streets.

03

When implementing new projects of any 

type, consider a Strong Towns approach 

that places the long-term character, 

principles, priorities, integrity, and 

financial bottom line of Athens ahead of 

quick growth.
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Network Connectivity
As part of the Transportation Master Plan 

update recommended previously, new network 

connectivity and intersection improvements should 

be considered as some of the most important 

measures to comprehensively reduce congestion, 

improve safety, and increase mobility for all users. 

Figure 6 depicts a Thoroughfare Plan for the City of 

Athens. The Thoroughfare Plan provides a hierarchy 

of the community’s transportation network, as well 

as emphasizing targeted improvements that should 

be considered as more detailed transportation 

planning is pursued. 

Larger connectivity projects are major investments 

that are not only critical for alternative routes that 

would improve travel conditions but also come 

with economic development benefits. These larger 

connections provide access to undeveloped land, 

creating a variety of development opportunities.

Smaller connections, in addition to intersection 

improvements, take less capital resources than 

larger connectivity projects. Where possible, 

such improvements should be coordinated 

with new development and prioritized based 

on safety and congestion needs. Establishing 

zoning and subdivision regulations that require 

connectivity solutions, intersection improvements, 

and Complete Streets principles are essential 

to ensuring that Athens’ transportation network 

becomes truly multimodal.
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Figure 6 | Thoroughfare Plan
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Intersection Improvements
Intersection improvements can be some of the 

most effective ways to enhance the transportation 

network, as they can often be implemented relatively 

quickly and cost-effectively as compared to other 

projects. Over the past several years, Athens has 

explored improving a number of intersections to 

increase safety and functionality. As most of these 

are on the ALDOT network, the City is coordinating 

closely with them and, where applicable, seeking 

ALDOT funding support through programs such 

as the Alabama Transportation Rehabilitation 

and Improvement Program (ATRIP). Several of 

those are briefly discussed below, with a full list of 

intersection improvements following.

• Clinton Street at US 72 – The intersection 

of Clinton Street and US 72 is currently 

skewed, with Clinton Street coming into US 

72 at a sharp angle. While it is signalized, 

the skewed geometry increases crash 

potential, creates a complex environment for 

pedestrians and bicyclists, and encourages 

higher speeds when turning right onto Clinton 

Street from westbound US 72. Additionally, 

a small connector street currently exists 

to the west to allow turning movements 

that cannot be safely and/or geometrically 

accommodated at the primary intersection. 

Improvements would realign Clinton Street 

to form a 90-degree intersection with US 72 

approximately 600 feet west of the current 

intersection location. The existing intersection 

and connector street to the west would be 

abandoned, and the signal would be relocated 

to the new intersection. These improvements 

would greatly simplify the intersection’s 

geometry, allowing all turning movements to 

be accommodated at the intersection and 

providing clear, safe movements for vulnerable 

users.

• Cambridge Lane at US 72 – With continued 

commercial and residential growth in the 

areas surrounding this intersection, it will 

be important to implement improvements 

to facilitate traffic flow. Recent analysis 

indicates that dedicated right- and left-

turn lanes should be implemented on both 

eastbound and westbound approaches 

of US 72. Dedicated left-turn lanes have 

been recommended for both approaches 

of Cambridge Lane, and the intersection 

should be signalized once warrants are met. 

Additionally, several median crossover areas 

and driveways would be eliminated to reduce 

conflicts.

• US 72 at CSX Railroad – While not technically 

an intersection, ALDOT has included 

improvements for US 72 underneath the 

CSX Railroad overpass just west of Jefferson 

Street as part of the Statewide Transportation 

Improvement Program (STIP). US 72 would be 

widened to provide additional lanes to alleviate 

congestion during peak hours.
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INTERSECTIONS NEEDING
IMPROVEMENTS

1. MOORESVILLE RD / US HWY 72

2. NEWBY RD /MOORESVILLE RD

3. NEWBY RD /CAMBRIDGE LN

4. CAMBRIDGE LN / US HWY 72

5. LINDSAY LN / HUNTSVILLE BROWNSFERRY RD

6. US 31 / HUNTSVILLE BROWNSFERRY RD

9. MOYERS RD / LUCAS FERRY RD

10. LUCAS FERRY RD / ELM ST / MARKET ST

11. LUCAS FERRY RD / WASHINGTON ST

15. JEFFERSON ST / US HWY 72 (CSX RAIL CROSSING)

16. CLINTON ST / US HWY 72

18. US 31 / ELM ST

19. US HWY 72 / US 31 INTERCHANGE

20. FORREST ST / CSX BRIDGE

21. STRAIN RD OVERPASS I-65

22. LINE RD/US 72

17. OAKDALE RD / NICK DAVIS RD (POTENTIAL ROUNDABOUT)

12. ELM ST / HINES ST

13. ELM ST / JEFFERSON ST

14. ELM ST / ELKTON ST (PEDESTRIAN SIGNAL FOR SRTS ROUTE)

7. MOYERS RD / US 31

8. ROY LONG RD / US 31
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Industrial Parkway
As depicted in Figure 7, the construction of an 

industrial parkway is a long-range transportation 

idea that would connect US 31 at the southern City 

limits to US 72 west of Athens. This connection 

would improve traffic conditions and flow through 

the reduction of congestion from through trips on 

US 72. It would also provide relief to local streets 

while opening land to new development.

During the Planapalooza™, it was noted that 

schools are primarily located north of US 72, 

requiring southeast Athens residents to traverse 

the congested routes of US 31 and US 72 to travel 

between home and school. The proposed industrial 

parkway would be an alternative option for work 

and school commuters.

Figure 7 | Industrial Parkway
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Strain Road Overpass
A proposed overpass of I-65 at Strain Road, as 

shown in Figure 8, is another opportunity that 

would significantly improve east-west connectivity 

south of US 72 and relink neighborhoods that were 

divided by the construction of I-65. The proposed 

overpass, in conjunction with a proposed road 

connection between Strain Road, US 72, and 

ultimately East Forest Street, would be a north-

south alignment that would provide relief to 

Lindsay Lane and an additional network alternative 

for Southeast Athens.

Figure 8 | Strain Road Overpass
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Recommendations

01

Build on and maintain a strong working 

relationship with ALDOT, as they must be 

a key partner in achieving changes in the 

transportation network.

02
Implement intersection improvements 

to reduce congestion, improve safety, 

and increase mobility for all users.

03
Construct small- and large-scale 

connections to reduce congestion and 

increase mobility.

04 Improve direct east-west connections.

05
Provide a north-south connection as an 

alternative to I-65.

06

Amend the zoning ordinance to require 

all future roads be connected to 

public streets and prohibit dead-end 

streets, except where limited by site or 

environmental constraints.

07
Create grade-separated rail crossings. 

Construct a northern railroad overpass 

on Elm Street.  

08
Install roundabouts at high-conflict 

intersections.

09
Enhance pedestrian crosswalks and 

curb ramps to achieve greater visibility, 

compliance, and ADA accessibility.

10
Improve signal timing for corridor 

coordination and pedestrian crossings. 

11
Coordinate intersection improvements 

with new development and prioritize 

based on safety and congestion needs.

Recommendations Cont.

12

Include considerations in the zoning 

and subdivision regulations for road 

connections, such as more connected 

neighborhoods and less cul-de-sacs, 

turn lanes with ample storage, and 

roundabouts where suitable. 

13

Require that regulations address 

sidewalks on both sides of streets and 

interior to properties, construction of 

trail segments within and connecting to 

new developments, prioritizing enhanced 

pedestrian crosswalks and improved 

signal timings, and innovative geometric 

safety design options.

14

Construct an industrial parkway as a 

long-range transportation idea that 

would connect US 31 at the southern City 

limits to US 72 west of Athens.

15

Install roundabouts at all primary street 

convergences along the proposed 

industrial parkway. This would maintain 

vehicular flow, slow speeds, and reduce 

conflicts. Complete Streets principles 

should also be employed to ensure that all 

users benefit from this new connection.
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Gateway Enhancements
As shown in Figure 9 major streets entering the City 

of Athens serve as gateways, setting the tone and 

visual appearance of the community as motorists 

transition from highways and major thoroughfares 

into special districts and neighborhoods. Important 

first impressions for visitors are often set by major 

gateways. They can also create a sense of place 

and community for residents. 

Communities are rediscovering the significance 

of having a unique and inviting identity. As clearly 

acknowledged by the City of Athens, a distinguishing 

character is key to attracting new businesses, 

residents, and visitors, and the transportation 

network can play a vital role in helping to establish 

that character, for better or worse. In creating 

attractive, inviting gateway corridors, there are a 

variety of elements that can contribute to the overall 

design, including but not limited to art, lighting, 

landscaping, special street markers, and signage. 

While roundabouts are great traffic solutions, they 

also make for attractive gateway features.

East Jefferson Street and East Hobbs Street are 

two arterials that lead into Downtown Athens that 

have been classified as gateway corridors. They 

have also been identified for consideration of 

right-of-way reallocation, discussed subsequently 

in the next section. Right-of-way reallocation 

is an effective method for applying a variety of 

streetscape elements that can create themes 

and character indicative of what the community 

wants to portray as gateway corridors. Right-of-

way reallocation treatments may also include the 

implementation of wide sidewalks with landscaping, 

trees, and street furniture; installation of separated 

multiuse paths; and/or the creation of on-road 

bike facilities.

Recommendations

01
Identify and prioritize significant 

roads that lead into the Downtown 

area as entry corridors.

02

Select gateway settings in locations 

that will leave lasting impressions 

for visitors and newcomers to the 

City.

03

Establish entry corridor and 

gateway design standards and 

treatments that represent the City 

of Athens’ culture and character and 

can be used in multiple locations 

throughout the City.

Figure 9 | Gateway Corridors
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Streets evolve over time as their roles and 

functions change. When traffic volumes increase, 

additional travel lanes are often added to respond 

to those increased volumes, causing the street 

to widen and expand its footprint for motorized 

traffic. When traffic volumes decrease, a similar but 

opposite evolution should be considered, allowing 

excess vehicular right-of-way to be reallocated for 

the inclusion of sidewalks, bicycle facilities, and 

landscaping.

Higher vehicular travel speeds are often a result 

of a street being overdesigned from a vehicular 

capacity standpoint. Additionally, public right-of-

way is a valuable commodity that should be used 

to the greatest benefit possible in communities. 

When travel lanes are no longer needed, that 

portion of the right-of-way may be better utilized 

for other public purposes within the transportation 

network. 

Table 1 provides a “rule of thumb” for comparing 

the car-carrying capacity of a street to its number 

of travel lanes. 

Table 2 provides ALDOT roadway capacities. The 

values in Table 1 are approximately 50-62% of 

capacity or LOS C.

Table 1 | Lane Capacities

Number of Lanes Capacity (ADT)*

2 Lanes ~ 10,000

3 Lanes ~ 20,000

4 Lanes ~ 25,000

5 Lanes ~ 35,000

6 Lanes ~ 40,000

Capacities are for planning purposes only, as the exact 
carrying capacity of a particular street is affected by many 
factors. Source: Toole Design Group.

Right-of-Way Reallocation
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Functional Classification # of 
Lanes Capacities

Freeway

4 68,000

6 102,000

8 136,000

10 170,000

Expressway

4 50,000

6 75,000

8 100,00

Divided Principal Arterial

2 22,000

4 33,900

6 50,000

8 73,600

Undivided Principal Arterial

2 17,800

4 31,000

6 45,800

8 63,100

Divided Minor Arterial

2 21,000

4 31,900

6 45,600

8 N/A

Undivided Minor Arterial

2 17,800

4 27,400

6 N/A

8 N/A

Divided Collector

2 20,800

4 28,500

6 42,000

Undivided Collector

2 16,600

4 26,200

6 38,700

One-way Principal Arterial

2 17,100

3 25,600

4 37,800

One-way Minor Arterial

2 14,100

3 19,500

4 26,000

One-way Collector

2 11,300

3 15,600

4 20,800

One-way Ramp

1 9,000

2 18,000

3 27,000

Table 2 | Roadway Capacities
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As shown in Figure 10, East Hobbs Street and 

Jefferson Street have been identified as candidates 

for right-of-way reallocations. These roadways 

can be optimized to implement Complete Streets 

concepts that focus on moving people, not just 

moving cars.

Beyond their excess capacity, East Hobbs Street 

and Jefferson Street have multimodal challenges 

that could be addressed through reallocation of their 

rights-of-way. Existing sidewalks are intermittent, 

narrow, and not ADA compliant. Most intersections 

do not have crosswalks, and where crosswalks do 

exist, they are not highly visibly striped, and the 

paint is faded. No bicycle facilities are present, and 

landscaping is sparse. In reallocating the right-of-

way, space can be provided for facilities that make 

walking, bicycling, and accessing transit safer, more 

comfortable, and convenient.

Figure 10 | Proposed Right-of-Way Reallocations
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East Hobbs Street
Respectively, Figure 11 and Figure 12 present the 

existing typical cross section and two proposed 

cross sections for East Hobbs Street. The cross 

section options show a planter in one and a raised 

curb in the other. Both streets currently have a 

pavement width of approximately 50 feet with four 

travel lanes (i.e., two travel lanes in each direction). 

Depending on turning volumes, sometimes a 

travel lane becomes a dedicated turn lane at 

an intersection. East Hobbs Street has varying 

traffic volumes depending on the exact location 

of the traffic count; however, at the locations with 

the highest recorded traffic volumes, it carries 

approximately 7,200 vehicles per day, well below 

the car-carrying capacity shown in Table 1 for 

a four-lane roadway. In fact, a three-lane cross 

section will accommodate traffic on this street, 

even when considering very aggressive traffic 

growth in coming years (i.e., traffic would have to 

increase nearly 300% to warrant more than three 

lanes). 

Figure 11 | East Hobbs Street – Existing Cross Section

Figure 12 | East Hobbs Street – Proposed Cross Section Options
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Jefferson Street
As shown in Figure 13, Jefferson Street’s existing 

pavement width varies slightly throughout its length, 

but it averages 44 feet wide with four travel lanes (i.e., 

two travel lanes in each direction); depending on 

turning volumes, sometimes a travel lane becomes 

a dedicated turn lane at an intersection. Similar to 

East Hobbs Street, Jefferson Street has varying 

traffic volumes depending on the exact location 

of the traffic count, but the location recording 

the highest traffic volumes shows that Jefferson 

Street carries approximately 9,200 vehicles per 

day. A three-lane cross section will accommodate 

traffic on Jefferson Street, even if traffic increased 

by more than 50% over time.

As presented in Figure 14, it is recommended that 

Jefferson Street be converted to a three-lane 

cross section (i.e., one travel lane in each direction 

with a continuous center turn lane or planted 

median where possible). The remaining pavement 

width from the fourth lane would be converted 

to two 6-foot bike lanes. This conversion may 

consist of some resurfacing, restriping, and signal 

reconfigurations at signalized intersections. It 

would also be an opportune time to upgrade 

existing sidewalks and fill in gaps with ADA 

compliant sidewalks.

Figure 13 | Jefferson Street – Existing Cross Section

Figure 14 | Jefferson Street – Proposed Cross Section
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These right-of-way reallocations on East Hobbs 

Street and Jefferson Street should result not only 

in improved safety, comfort, and convenience for 

non-motorized users but also in safer conditions 

for motorized traffic as well. The removal of 

excess travel lanes has proven to result in slower 

speeds and fewer crashes. The Federal Highway 

Administration (FHWA) reports that similar right-

of-way reallocations have shown a crash reduction 

of 19-47%. Additionally, speed differentials have 

been reduced, meaning that people drive closer to 

the posted speed limit.

Providing sidewalks, safe and accessible crossings 

at intersections, connectivity to transit stops 

and stations, and the addition of bike facilities 

are essential steps to developing a community 

designed with all users in mind.

Recommendations

01

The cross section of East Hobbs Street 

should be reallocated to provide a three-

lane cross section (i.e., one travel lane in 

each direction with a continuous center 

turn lane or planted median where 

possible). Excess right-of-way would 

be reprogrammed to allow for a bi-

directional separated bicycle lane. In the 

short-term, separation could be provided 

through striping and planters; long-term, 

a more permanent landscaped island 

could be installed in the 5-foot buffer 

area. 

02

Convert Jefferson Street to a three-lane 

cross section (i.e., one travel lane in each 

direction with a continuous turn lane or 

planted median where possible).

03

Reconfigure corridors that have more 

travel lanes than needed to carry current 

and anticipated future traffic demand, 

by reallocating the extra road width to 

optimize for Complete Streets concepts.

04

Design and construct corridors that have 

available right-of-way to accommodate 

multimodal facilities, such as sidewalks, 

side paths, and/or bike lanes.
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Access Management
Access management is the systematic control of 

the location, spacing, design, and operations of 

driveways, median openings, interchanges, and 

street connections to a roadway. The purpose of 

access management is to provide vehicular access 

to developed land in a manner that preserves the 

safety and efficiency of the transportation system. 

When placing a focus on moving people and not 

just moving cars, access management should 

be a guiding principle. The land use context, the 

functional intent of the road, and the engineering 

constraints of each project influence the specific 

access management techniques for any given 

location.

Access Management’s 
Relationship to Functional 
Classification
While streets serve many roles for communities, 

including being spaces for travel, meeting, 

and commerce, from a purely transportation 

perspective streets serve two principal roles: 1) 

mobility; and 2) property access. The functional 

classification of a street describes the level to 

which each of these roles is achieved. Functional 

classification categorizes streets according to their 

predominant role in the transportation system and 

should, ideally, also be based on the character of 

their physical setting. 

Functional classifications are an important tool in 

transportation planning, but a street’s functional 

classification should be viewed as one parameter 

in a broader context of determining the overall 

quality of service for all modes. The functional 

classification of a street speaks directly to the level 

of mobility that street provides to automobile traffic, 

which is important, but it does not necessarily 

consider the safety, convenience, and/or comfort 

of other modes.  

Access management does have a direct 

relationship to functional classification, as the 

principle that guides the classification system is 

that a street’s mobility decreases as access to the 

street increases (see Figure 15). On this basis, the 

Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) functional 

classification system distinguishes between 

principal arterial, minor arterial, collector, and local 

streets. Principal arterials serve travel that has 

longer trip lengths and higher volumes, while minor 

arterials connect and enhance the principal arterial 

system. Secondary generators of traffic are served 

by collectors, while local access and circulation is 

provided by local streets. 

As a street’s functional classification increases, 

it may make sense for access management to 

increase as well. However, it is important to not tilt 

the scales of access management so much toward 

vehicular mobility that it degrades the experience 

and safety of those utilizing other modes of travel. 

It is especially important to consider the land use 

context of a street in concert with mobility needs to 

ensure that vulnerable users’ access to goods and 

services is not diminished in an effort to improve 

motorized vehicle level of service.

Mobility

Access

Collectors

Arterials

Locals

Figure 15 | Access Management’s Relationship to Functional 
Classification
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Access Management Corridors
The highlighted corridors in Figure 16, US 31 and 

US 72, have segments of commercial land uses 

that would benefit from the implementation of 

access management principles. Good access 

management is important across the City but even 

more so in these commercial areas of high activity 

where vehicle and pedestrian conflicts are high 

and safety, comfort, and circulation are crucial.

Cross-access connections between commercial 

land uses are encouraged. Where mid-block 

developments need to access a corridor, shared 

driveways and interior connections should be used. 

These reduce the number of places that traffic 

must slow for turning and allows multiple cars to 

safely exit the roadway into the parking lot before 

becoming backed up by turning movements in the 

parking lot. Median crossovers should be logically 

spaced and used sparingly, curb cuts per business 

should be limited, and interconnected circulation 

between businesses should be increased.

While the City’s transportation plan does 

recommend access management, it should be 

noted that some of the solutions presented are 

focused solely on improving motorized travel at 

the expense of non-motorized travel. Any access 

management that is employed should allow people 

walking and bicycling to continue to have safe, 

comfortable, and convenient mobility along the 

corridor and access to properties.

Figure 16 | Proposed Access Management Corridors
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Recommendations

01

Evaluate existing locations for access 

management improvements, such as 

logically spacing median crossover 

openings, consolidating left turns to 

intersections, minimizing curb cuts, 

reducing driveway width openings, 

encouraging cross-access between 

commercial properties, and aligning 

cross street access when possible. 

02
Ensure transportation and land use 

planning are integrated to guide access 

management. 

03

Amend the zoning ordinance to require 

connecting access roads between 

commercial properties to reduce the 

frequency of and increase the spacing 

between driveway curb cuts.

04
Access management should be addressed 

when a street is built, reconstructed, or 

otherwise improved.

05

In many cases, close coordination and 

cooperation with ALDOT will be essential 

to achieving context-sensitive access 

management solutions.
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Active Transportation
Nationally, transportation preferences are 

undergoing change, not only in large metropolitan 

areas but also in smaller communities. Where 

transportation planning and design have historically 

focused on the automobile, there is a growing 

interest in improving transportation infrastructure 

to be inclusive of all modes. Rising gas prices, 

increasing congestion, and poor air quality 

encourage planners and designers and challenge 

community developers to refocus on providing 

diverse transportation networks that promote 

safety, mobility, livability, and environmental and 

economic benefits.

As preferences have changed, bicycle and 

pedestrian facilities have evolved from serving 

as “alternative transportation” facilities to filling 

a critical gap in communities’ transportation 

networks. For many years, bicycle facilities placed 

people riding bikes in or directly adjacent to vehicle 

travel lanes. While this approach meets the needs 

of confident cyclists, it does not attract new users 

or encourage a broader bike culture, which is a key 

quality of life indicator. We now understand that a 

variety of bicyclists exist, each with different needs 

and stress tolerances, as shown in Figure 17.

Nationally, over 50% of people indicate that they 

are “Interested but Concerned” in bicycling and 

would like to ride more often. Over 50% say they 

are worried about being hit by a car, and nearly 50% 

say they would more likely ride a bike if physical 

separation were provided between motor vehicles 

and bicycles. While the prescribed user types and 

cited research are specific to bicyclists, pedestrians 

also prefer to be placed further away from the curb 

and/or have a buffer between themselves and 

motor vehicle traffic. Lower stress environments 

result in increased numbers of people biking and 

walking because lower stress design typically 

accommodates both user types through the 

combination of sidewalks, separated bike lanes, 

and shared use paths. 

Figure 17 | Bicyclist User Types
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Complete Bike Route and 
Sidewalk Networks
Cyclists are using the Athens’ road network. They 

are leaving Athens, passing through, and doing 

big loops approximately 40-60 miles around the 

Athens area. This demonstrates potential for bike 

network demand. Bike networks should consist of 

facilities that accommodate protected on-street 

and off-street facilities to promote safety and 

comfort for a variety of users.

The planning of a complete bike route network for 

Athens, as depicted in Figure 18, should include on-

street protected bike lanes with physical barriers 

separating cyclists from motorized traffic, as well 

as traditional bike lanes and shared-lane pavement 

markings where right-of-way is unavailable to 

accommodate protected bike facilities. Simple 

routes for short trips to key destinations should be 

identified along with crosstown routes to connect 

cyclists who may desire to commute or ride longer 

distances. 

Existing sidewalks should also be assessed for ADA 

compliance and prioritized for upgrades where 

they do not comply. Sidewalk gaps should be filled 

with priority given to locations within one-quarter-

mile, half-mile, and one-mile radii of schools, parks, 

and public spaces. Creating Downtown routes with 

a 10-minute walk distance to key destinations will 

promote a reduction in vehicle trips. Crossings 

need to be made safe and adequate with median 

refuge, pedestrian signals, and highly visible striped 

crosswalks. Adequate crossings paired with a 

comprehensive wayfinding system will make for a 

safe and enjoyable experience for all users.
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Figure 18 | Bike Route Network
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Complete Trail Network
Expanding the trail network will not only provide 

recreation opportunities, but it will also expand the 

transportation network, allowing non-motorized 

users to traverse Athens in an environment that 

is separated from motorized traffic. The proposed 

trails shown in Figure 19, combined with bike routes 

and sidewalk connectivity, will allow people to go 

almost anywhere by biking, walking, or rolling. Athens’ 

trail network can be expanded by completing the 

Singing River Trail, and a study should be completed 

along stream corridors, beginning with Swan Creek 

and Town Creek and then other tributaries as the 

City prioritizes. Specifically, a bicycle and pedestrian 

crossing of Swan Creek along US 72 would connect 

regional commercial destinations at Exit 351 with 

downtown and multiple recreational destinations. 

The recently adopted Tax Increment Finance 

(TIF) District in this area will address a number 

of improvements, including a bridge across Swan 

Creek. More information and recommendations 

can be found in the Trails section of the Natural 

Resources element.

Well-designed trail networks are ADA accessible 

and constructed wide enough to accommodate 

cyclists, walkers, and joggers on high volume days. 

They should include bike racks, shaded bench 

areas, lighting, trash and recycling receptacles, and 

fix-it stations. Trails that cross vehicular travel ways 

need to have safe and comfortable crossings that 

are high-visibility, similar to crosswalks provided 

at intersections. Trails, greenways, and shared 

use paths have shown to promote tourism and 

economic development.

Figure 19 | Trail Network
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Recommendations

01
Complete the trails and greenway 

network plan

02
Study opportunities for trail extensions 

along stream corridors.

03
Add end of trip services (e.g., fix-it 

stations, bike parking, etc.) at trailheads 

and in the Downtown area.

04
Create clearly defined spaces with 

physical separation where feasible.

05
Use materials, pavement markings, and 

signage to indicate where modes are 

intended to mix or be separate.

06
Add wayfinding and signage to signed 

routes

07
Consider dockless bikeshare in the 

downtown core.

08
Widen existing sidewalks to meet ADA 

standards.

09
Fill in missing sidewalk gaps and install 

ADA ramps at intersection crossings.

10 Install sidewalks on both sides of arterials.

11
Ensure pedestrian facilities are 

maintained, kept clear, and accessible.

12

Include on-street protected bike 

lanes with physical barriers separating 

cyclists from motorized traffic, as well 

as traditional bike lanes and shared-

lane pavement markings where right-

of-way is unavailable to accommodate 

protected bike facilities.

13
Create a plan for a complete bike route 

network for Athens.

Recommendations Cont.

14
Implement median refuge, pedestrian 

signals, and highly visible striped 

crosswalks to improve pedestrian safety. 

15

Inventory existing conditions and 

then regularly benchmark as new 

infrastructure is installed. Creating a 

comprehensive sidewalk, bicycle facility, 

and trail inventory in GIS combined with 

annual bicycle and pedestrian counts 

along key segments would help to 

measure progress and celebrate success.
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Introduction
Athens and the North Alabama region offer a wide 

variety of natural resources, parks, and recreational 

facilities that present numerous opportunities for 

outdoor activities and entertainment. These assets 

contribute to the overall health, quality of life, and 

economy of the City and adjacent areas. 

Athens has a moderately warm climate, with 

average high temperatures in the low 70s and lows 

in the upper 40s. Average annual rainfall is just 

under 60 inches, and snow is rare, with January 

and February being the months with the highest 

chance of accumulation at less than one-tenth of 

an inch.

The City is located in the Tennessee Valley, just 

north of the Tennessee River and east of Wheeler 

Lake, Wheeler Reservoir, and Elk River. The 

Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge is also nearby, 

comprising 35,000 acres of land used to manage 

and protect threatened and endangered species. 

The refuge is home to dozens of species of fish, 

reptiles and amphibians, mammals, freshwater 

mussels, and snails, and offers opportunities for 

wildlife observation, fishing, hunting, day camps, 

and festivals annually (fws.gov/refuge/Wheeler). 

Ensuring that Athens’ natural resources are 

preserved and maintained is important to the overall 

health of the community and the environment. 

The trees, vegetation, topography, ecosystems, 

waterbodies, and viewsheds all contribute to 

the overall character of the City. Throughout the 

Planapalooza™ process, it became evident that 

residents are aware of this and want to maintain 

these regional assets.

Existing Parks & Recreation 
Facilities
Parks contribute significantly to a healthy lifestyle 

and a high quality of life for Athens’ residents 

and visitors. The Department of Parks and 

Recreation manages the City’s 47 acres of parks 

and cemeteries. The Department has 27 full time 

employees and may seasonally hire over 50 part 

time employees. Many seasonal employees in the 

department’s parks and recreation program are 

high school age young people, gaining experience 

and contributing to their community. 

The City of Athens has seven public parks. Each 

public park has a playground and three have tennis 

courts. The Athens Sportsplex is a new facility 1401 

Residents said they are proud of the play-
grounds in the City and enjoy visiting them. 

Existing parks are good, but they are not pro-
moted enough and not distributed well through-
out the City. Some of them lack sidewalks, 
basketball courts, soccer fields, and/or pavilions. 
Many believed there are too many cemeteries 
and not enough parks, and people have to cut 
through them to get to other destinations. They 
are beautiful, but residents felt as if the City 
is “investing more money in the dead than in 
the living.” Connectivity of parks is inadequate, 
along with outdoor seating. There is a desire to 
create more playgrounds and open space, too, 
specifically on the South side of Highway 72. 
We have heard from the City that the Parks and 
Recreation and Cemetery Departments have 
low retention of employees due to the pay gap 
between private and public sectors.

WHAT WE HEARD...

Parks & Recreation
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Highway 31 N. The facility includes multiple fields 

and hosts regional baseball, softball, soccer, and 

swim tournaments. Large outdoor tournaments 

can draw in 3,000 people per night. The field 

facilities are complemented by a disc golf course, 

tennis courts and a Junior Olympic sized outdoor 

pool. 

Next door to the Sportsplex is the Athens 

Recreation Center. The facility is open for public 

use during the week and weekends. There are 

indoor ball courts, walking track, fitness center and 

locker rooms. Meeting rooms can be rented for 

social gatherings. The Recreation Center hosts the 

city’s fitness program. Nine instructors lead over 

forty classes per week in yoga, dance, barre, spin, 

and more. Childcare is offered at the facility as well. 

Membership is based on a monthly or annual fee 

with discounts for seniors, military, teachers, and 

city employees.   

Most existing parks are in the center of town with 

few outside serving the newer neighborhoods. 

Neighborhoods on the east and southeast sides of 

the City are poorly served by the existing parks and 

recreation center. 

The City of Athens Parks and Recreation currently 

has 18.9 acres of parkland in 8 units.  There are an 

additional 27.7 acres of municipal cemetery. This 

translates to 0.7 acres per 1000 residents (i.e., 

18.9 / (25922 /1000) = 603).  This is far below the 

comparable metric of 8.1 acres per 1000 residents 

for communities between 20k-50k residents in the 

Southern US (metric from the National Recreation 

and Park Association, 2021. Park Metrics Tool).

Parks/Rec Facility Address

All Kids Park 1403 Highway 31 North

Athens Greenway Trail 1403 Highway 31 North

Athens Recreation 
Center

21821 Sportsplex Loop

Athens Recreation 
Center Track

270 Highway 31 North

Athens Sportsplex Track 1403 Highway 31 North

Big Spring Park (“Duck 
Pond”)

350 Market Street East

Gymnasium 21821 Sportsplex Loop

Jimmy Gill Park TBA (relocating)

Jimmy Gill Park Pavilion TBA (relocating)

Lincoln-Bridgeforth Park 815 Westview Avenue

Pool 1430 Highway 31 North

Robert Allen Tinnon (5th 
Ave) Park

802 5th Avenue

Sportsplex 1401 Highway 31 North

Swan Creek Park 101 Highway 31 North

Wavaho Field 270 Highway 31 North

Wellness Park
940 West Washington 

Street



1 5 8

Athens 2040 Comprehensive Plan

Athens, AL Existing Parks with Half-Mile Buffer

0 1 20.5 Miles ± 0 1 20.5 Miles

Existing Parks

0.5 mile buffer
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Athens, AL Proposed Park Buffers

0 1 20.5 Miles ± 0 1 20.5 Miles
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Proposed Parks 
1 Mile Buffer
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Playgrounds & Youth Recreation 
Facilities
As was mentioned in the previous section, each of 

the City’s seven public parks contains a playground. 

During the PlanapaloozaTM process, residents said 

they are proud of these playgrounds and enjoy 

visiting them. However, it was also revealed that 

these parks are unequally distributed throughout 

the City.  Finding new funding sources and 

locations for additional playgrounds is essential to 

ensure equitable access for families to enjoy these 

facilities.

Cemeteries
The department operates and maintains five 

municipal cemeteries: Roselawn Cemetery, 

Thatch-Mann Cemetery, Athens City Cemetery, 

Hine-Hobbs Street Cemetery, and Old Athens City 

Cemetery. Two of these cemeteries (Hine-Hobbs 

Street & Old Athens City) are primarily historic and 

have no additional capacity. The City also provides 

cremation services.

Cemetery Name Address

Roselawn Cemetery 523 US Hwy 31 South

Thatch-Mann Cemetery 1751 W Hobbs Street

Athens City Cemetery 501 Washington Street East

Hine-Hobbs Street 
Cemetery

1201 West Hobbs Street

Old Athens City 
Cemetery

309 Washington Street East

Recommendations

01
Assess the conditions of the existing 

parks in terms of the following:

Quality, considering the level of 

maintenance and the potential need for 

replacement of structures

Accessibility

Equitable access, using an evaluation of 

the number of households served based 

on walking distance radii and the quality of 

the pedestrian connections

Safe connections to nearby neighborhoods 

and schools, mainly via a connected 

network of trails that serve both recreation 

and transportation purposes

Internal walkways that meet ADA 

requirements

Consistent signage and wayfinding

Safety, especially landscaping, to ensure 

visibility into and out of the parks

02
Complete a Parks and Recreation Master 

Plan and implement its recommendations.

03

Promote parks to increase utilization. 

Make parks “insta-worthy.” A photo op 

can be used as a marketing tool to draw 

people to the park and the amenities 

and facilities will provide activities for 

people once they get there. Encourage 

professional photographers to share on 

social media. Public art can be a selfie 

magnet (e.g., Andrew Kovacs Colossal 

Cacti at Coachella)



1 6 1

Natural  Resources Element

Recommendations Cont.

04

Identify potential locations within areas 

shown on the future park needs map to 

add new parks in the future, and consider 

less conventional sites, including 

rooftops.

05

Emphasize sports tourism as one means 

to increase the amount of spending in the 

community (and the sales tax receipts 

that accompany that spending). Year-

round sports opportunities should be 

targeted, as the Athens Sportsplex could 

help generate tourism dollars.

06

Consider strategic partnerships with 

private developers and other entities 

to provide more publicly accessible 

open space. “Privately-owned public 

open spaces” (POPOS) can help meet 

the demand for park space without 

substantially increasing the burden on 

the City to provide and maintain such 

facilities. Other funding avenues for new 

parks could include sponsorships with 

naming rights or municipal partnerships 

with homeowner associations to develop 

neighborhood parks and open spaces.

07
Consider opening parks at night if it gets 

too hot during the day, especially during 

humid summer months in North Alabama.

08
Plant a food forest—beautiful edible 

permaculture landscaping.

09

Continue to explore the positive 

economic impacts of the parks system, 

including the Athens Sportsplex. 

Promote the value of the parks system 

to the community and City Staff.

Recommendations Cont.

10

Explore ways to improve staff retention 

within City departments. Re-evaluate 

the City Budget and consider updating 

departmental budget allocations. 

Consider relocating the “Welcome to 

Athens” sign on Highway 31 to mark the 

gateway into the City.

11

Consider taking advantage of chances 

to conserve additional high-quality 

undeveloped lands or farmland for 

preservation and public use.
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URBAN FOOD FOREST AT BROWNS MILL
CASE STUDY

Atlanta, Georgia Urban Food Forest at Browns Mill: This public park was made possible by a collaboration between 

the City of Atlanta Office of Resilience and Department of Parks & Recreation, the Conservation Fund, Trees 

Atlanta, and the community to address food insecurity and educate residents on the process of growing food 

from beginning to end. The Food Forest approaches conservation through the concept of Agriforestry—using 

agriculture that integrates trees and shrubs with food production to create healthy and ecologically resilient 

landscapes. That means using native trees and plants that produce nutritious foods, but that also provide 

resources to local wildlife and pollinator species, capture stormwater and mitigate flooding, filter air and water, 

and create a more sustainable urban landscape. It includes community garden beds, a fruit and nut orchard, herb 

gardens, walking trails, and gathering spaces.
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Swan Creek Greenway Trails
The Swan Creek Greenway Trail is owned and 

maintained by the City of Athens as an outdoor 

park and trail. The wooded trail parallels Swan 

Creek for approximately 2.3 miles, offering scenic 

views of small rapids and numerous pools along the 

tributary. The greenway either runs through lands 

owned by the City or in easements purchased by 

the City. The entire trail was designed in accordance 

with the guidelines for accessible trails. Most of 

the trail is dense grade crushed rock, with some 

segments consisting of concrete, asphalt, and 

elevated boardwalk.

Singing River Trail
The highly anticipated Singing River Trail is a 

culmination of work from regional organizations, 

including the Top of Alabama Regional Council of 

Governments (TARCOG), Huntsville Committee of 

100, Launch 2035, and the Land Use Subcommittee 

of Launch 2035, along with collaboration between 

the cities that the trail would connect—one of them 

being the City of Athens. With an estimated 5,000 

daily users, the Singing River Trial will run through 

Huntsville, Madison, Triana, Mooresville, Decatur, 

and Downtown Athens, connecting to the Swan 

Creek Greenway National Recreational Trail. The 

70-mile long trail will combine Native American 

Recommendations

01

Identify opportunities for new trail 

construction and strive to connect 

trail systems as much as possible. 

See “Complete Trail Network” 

section of the Transportation 

Element for specifics.

People are looking forward to the opening 
of the Singing River Trail in the near future. 

Some feel as if the existing greenway in the City 
of Athens is quite nice, but it is not very long.

WHAT WE HEARD...

Trails

history with natural and agricultural heritage, key 

local destinations, and numerous existing trails to 

generate over $13 million in direct benefits annually 

for the area once completed (singingrivertrail.com). 
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Current Conditions
Along with the larger waterbodies described 

previously in and near Athens (Tennessee River, 

Wheeler Lake, Elk River), Swan Creek flows from 

the Tennessee River, intersects Highway 31 just 

north of Martin Lime Road in Limestone County, 

runs parallel to Highway 31 and Interstate 65 to 

the Athens Sportsplex, and ultimately continues 

north towards Elkmont. Swan Creek Park, the Swan 

Creek Greenway National Recreation Trail, and the 

future Singing River Trail can and will be found along 

this creek. This is a promising asset to the City that 

should be protected.

Town Creek branches off from Swan Creek north 

of Strain Road and flows parallel to Highway 31, 

Highway 72, and Jefferson Street into Downtown 

Athens. From there, it cuts through South Madison 

Street, Browns Ferry Street, West Washington 

Street, Market Street West, through Robert Allen 

Tinnon Park, and along Edgewood Road out of City 

limits. A specific plan for Town Creek can be found 

in the Conceptual Plans section of the Plan.

Recommendations

01

Continue to protect water features, 

including lakes, ponds, streams, wetlands, 

and floodplains with appropriate 

development regulations.

02

Reduce or eliminate the use of harmful 

pesticides and fertilizers on City-owned 

property and encourage the same on 

private properties.

03

Encourage proper disposal of harmful 

chemicals and hazardous wastes and 

consider expanding household hazardous 

waste events.

04

Continue development of the trail system 

by Town Creek and add opportunities and 

spaces for the public to view, understand, 

and explore the creek. Possibilities 

include boardwalks, seating, waterfront 

parks, waterfront dining, swimming areas, 

and small boat launch areas. Improve 

creek edges and add public access and 

views.

05
Improve urban creek edges with native 

plantings and other attractive materials.

06

Increase public awareness of Athens’ 

outdoor recreational resources, including 

its waterways and the trail system 

through a marketing campaign.

07 Encourage public art along the trails. 

Town Creek is the City’s “X factor,” which 
could differentiate them from the rest of 

the region. Several Athens2040 participants de-
scribed Town Creek as having tons of potential in 
the future and improving walkability and offer-
ing entertainment options along the waterway 
should be a major focus.

WHAT WE HEARD...

Waterways
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THOMAS DAMBO
CASE STUDY

Danish artist Thomas Dambo creates large-scale 

sculptures out of scrap wood and other discarded 

materials. His works are unforgettable local 

destinations that draw visitors and inspire people to 

think of trash as a resource.
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Introduction
Buildings are some of the largest consumers of 

energy from fossil fuels, the major contributor of 

greenhouse gases. From design to reduce heating 

and cooling of structures to the selection of 

building materials, buildings can be constructed to 

be more energy efficient.  

To promote a more environmentally friendly 

approach to new development and redevelopment, 

developers and builders in Athens should be 

encouraged to adhere to the principles of green 

building, as defined by the U.S. Green Building 

Council (USGBC). The USGBC developed the 

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 

(LEED) green building certification program to 

rate the design, construction, operation and 

maintenance of buildings and neighborhoods. 

A complementary program to consider is the 

Sustainable Sites Initiative (SITES) (sustainablesites.

org), a “comprehensive system for creating 

sustainable and resilient development projects.” 

SITES “offers a comprehensive rating system 

designed to distinguish sustainable landscapes, 

measure their performance and evaluate their 

value.” Certification is available for projects on sites 

Green Infrastructure & Sustainability
with or without buildings, and can include parks, 

campuses, streetscapes, residential sites and 

more. 

Participants in Athens2040 were in favor of 

green infrastructure practices like rain gardens, 

solar panels, bioswales, and community gardens. 

They understood the importance of educating 

the community about these types of solutions 

and encouraging their application in public and 

private projects to improve their environmental 

surroundings and make for a more sustainable 

future.

Residents would love to see the City em-
brace and implement green infrastructure 

and sustainability initiatives. Citizens do not want 
Athens to be a city of concrete and prefer to 
maintain the area’s wilderness.

WHAT WE HEARD...
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Recommendations

01

Remove unsightly hardscaping in parks 

and publicly accessible waterways and 

replace with green infrastructure as 

needed for drainage and flood control.

02

Explore ways to engage more community 

members, including youth, on climate 

change and local resilience, using 

physical spaces Downtown including 

the schools and library. Consider “green” 

activities like beekeeping, bicycle repair, 

urban orchard planting, composting, etc.

03

Provide education and outreach 

on stewardship relating to habitat 

management, management of invasive 

plant species, and best practices in 

stormwater management to owners of 

privately held lands.

04

Partner with institutions such as 

higher education to pursue grants and 

endowments to demonstrate innovative 

green practices that provide an example 

to other towns.

05

Expand solar energy production. Require 

that new construction be built to 

accommodate rooftop solar generation. 

Use solar canopies in conjunction with 

surface parking and charging stations.

06

Develop City-wide goals for reducing 

carbon emissions using a community 

engagement process that helps residents 

and businesses understand the economic 

and lifestyle impacts of meeting these 

proposed targets. Monitor energy usage 

and track improvements.

Recommendations Cont.

07

Implement green infrastructure designs 

as often as possible, whether to 

replace aging conventional stormwater 

infrastructure or to add new features. 

Possibilities include pervious paving, 

rain barrels, bioswales, green streets, 

cool spirals, staircases, cascading 

bioretention, and more. Seek out and 

prioritize green technology that is also 

attractive to look at.

08

Coordinate among City departments 

and committees to incorporate green 

infrastructure into transportation and 

utility projects whenever possible.

09

Prioritize tree planting (as well as other 

green infrastructure) in areas that get 

too hot to combat the urban heat island 

effect.

10
Increase requirements for tree planting 

and canopy preservation in development 

regulations.
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Community Character & 
Design
What is a Better Neighborhood?
The most-loved cities and towns in the world tend 

to adhere to a set of fundamental community design 

principles. These include walkability, connectivity, 

mixed uses, development intensity, proper scale, 

and careful consideration of parking locations. 

Walkability

A better neighborhood is one in which people feel 

comfortable walking. Walkability requires three 

elements: meaningful destinations within a short 

distance connected by well-designed routes. 

Destinations include civic spaces, schools, and 

commercial areas where daily or weekly shopping 

needs can be met. When centrally located, these 

often become the “heart” of a neighborhood. Care 

should be taken when developing or redeveloping 

neighborhoods to provide walkable amenities to as 

many residents as possible. The streets and paths 

people walk should be safe, comfortable, and also 

visually interesting. Typically, narrow driving lanes, 

street trees, sidewalks, and on-street parking all 

act as effective psychological cues, helping to 

slow automobiles and, in turn, enhance pedestrian 

comfort. The design elements of the buildings 

themselves also provide visual interest along the 

way.

Connectivity

Streets should be connected to other streets 

where feasible to maximize the number of routes to 

and from a destination. By avoiding dead ends and 

cul-de-sacs and creating an interconnected street 

network, drivers, cyclists, and pedestrians, as well 

as emergency services, can choose from multiple 

route options. Greater connectivity reduces 

congestion by allowing traffic to disperse among 

the many ways to get from point A to point B. It 

also enhances functionality of major intersections 

and limits costly improvements. A well-connected 

street network that includes fewer miles of road 

(by the reduction of cul-de-sacs) provides lower 

costs, both from the original construction but 

also from future maintenance. There should be a 

robust walking and bicycling network along streets, 

sidewalks, paths, and trails.

Mixed Uses

Whenever possible, activity centers should include 

a mix of commercial (retail, restaurants, and 

offices), residential, recreational, and civic uses. 

This mix should be well-balanced, incorporating 

both vertical  (in one building) and horizontal (in 

different buildings) mixed-use within the area and 

the building. An ideal mix allows residents and 

visitors to meet all their daily needs within a short 

walking distance. When this occurs, the number 

of automobile trips per household is substantially 

reduced. This mix of uses is optimized when 

commercial establishments have residential 

dwelling units above to help promote active streets.

People love the small town feel of Athens 
but they understand that growth is hap-

pening. Residents feel as if there are plenty of 
opportunities for infill and redevelopment Down-
town and in adjacent areas, too. Some believe 
that there is no room for growth on the South 
side of the City.

WHAT WE HEARD...
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Development Intensity

Developing in a more compact pattern in 

strategic locations, where multi-story, mixed-

use buildings are located closely together, is both 

environmentally sustainable and conducive to the 

creation of neighborhoods that offer a high quality 

of life. Developing in areas where infrastructure is 

already present and keeping rural areas minimally 

developed reduces the costs that would typically 

be passed on to taxpayers for expanding municipal 

services. Compact, mixed-use development is 

almost always more fiscally sustainable – over time, 

it generates more tax revenue than it demands in 

infrastructure and service costs. Density can also 

minimize air and water pollution and produce 

reductions in energy consumption and CO2 

emissions both directly and indirectly.

Scale and Design 

Scale refers to the size of buildings and their 

relationship to people and the other buildings 

around them. The term human-scale refers to a 

size that feels comfortable to people. Both short 

and tall buildings can be human-scale, and having 

variation is important. The proportions of doors and 

windows, the height of each story, the architectural 

details, and the way a building relates proportionally 

to the spaces that surround it where people walk 

and gather all impact whether a building has a 

scale that feels right to a person. In the design 

of walkable places, it is important to create a 

sense of enclosure and human scale by locating 

buildings close to the street and minimizing large 

expanses of asphalt that can make a pedestrian 

feel exposed and out of place. The most important 

aspect of creating appropriately scaled buildings 

is the design of the first floor exterior and how it 

relates to the sidewalk and adjacent pedestrian 

areas. Sometimes, in order for new development or 

redevelopment projects to occur, a certain density 

and height of buildings is necessary to make the 

projects financially viable. Good building design, 

façade articulation, and varying cornice lines can 

create the appearance of a collection of smaller, 

more intimate buildings. Incorporating offsets or 

projections on the façade allow for breaks in the 

rhythm of the structure, reducing its visual impact 

on the surroundings.

Better Parking Design

Visible parking lots in front of and beside buildings 

have a detrimental effect on people’s willingness 

to walk. If a person has to walk past large gaps 

in the streetscape, especially parking lots, they 

lose the comforting sense of enclosure and 

visual interest. In order to enhance the walking 

experience, parking never be in front of buildings, 

but should be wrapped with or hidden behind 

buildings to screen the parking and allow activation 

of the street or civic space.  Public parking should 

provide wayfinding and smart parking technologies 

to maximize their efficiency and ease of use and 

should also accommodate bicycles.
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Focus on the Quality of Public 
Realm
Much of what we learn about a place, we learn as 

we see and experience the spaces that comprise 

the public realm. Because of this, cities deliberately 

enhance their public spaces to make a positive 

and lasting impression. Through design, we can 

strengthen our existing spaces and create new 

spaces that tell the many stories of Athens: the 

stories that celebrate the City’s history and heritage, 

the stories that build community pride, the stories 

that strengthen community ties, and the stories 

that inspire future generations. Neighborhood 

design should honor the existing culture and 

history of the community.

The City should explore ways to invest in the public 

realm and align their investments with the City’s 

identity. By creating a sense of place in key areas, 

especially downtown and along important gateways, 

the City can reinforce its “brand” and the image 

it would like to present. Public spaces, gateways, 

and highly trafficked areas are ideal locations to 

use physical elements like public art, streetscape 

improvements, signage, and landscaping to make a 

statement about who and what Athens is.

Update Development 
Regulations to Ensure High-
Quality Development 
The City of Athens regulates conservation and 

growth through its Zoning Ordinance, which  details 

land uses and development standards applicable to 

new development and redevelopment of property 

located in the City. 

The City’s Zoning Ordinance has been amended 

several times over the years—most recently in 

2017— to adapt to the changing needs and priorities 

of the City, and it will need a further “upgrade” 

to support the recommendations and concepts 

described in this Plan. These necessary changes 

will provide the regulatory framework to achieve 

the community’s desired vision for high-quality 

development and redevelopment. 

The City’s most recent update includes form-based 

(or character-based) elements in the traditional 

zoning districts that are typically a wise approach to  

achieving high quality development. In contrast with 

conventional zoning that emphasizes separating 

uses, a form-based code uses character, or the 

look and feel of a place, as the primary organizing 

principle. 

One advantage of form-based coding is simplicity. 

The code is written in plain language, rather than in 

complicated “legal-speak,” and is supplemented by 

easy-to-understand diagrams. Like conventional 

codes, they regulate height and placement of 

buildings, the location of parking, the frontage, 

sidewalk, planting area, drainage, density, and the 

street itself. The goal of a form-based code is to 

make it clear to the public and landowners what 

type of development is allowed and to make 

results of development more predictable. This 

approach would help consolidate, simplify, and 

update Athens’ existing zoning language to reflect 

the desires of the community. 

Athens’ form-based (“Traditional”) districts cover 

the areas near Downtown, yet the City is seeing the 

most development in the conventional districts. 

This suggests several needs: to review whether 

the form-based regulations are producing desired 

development and make necessary updates; to 

evaluate expanding the area of the form-based 

districts, and to simplify and condense the 

conventional district regulations.  
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Recommendations

01

Review the current form-based zoning 

regulations (traditional districts) and 

examine whether they require and are 

producing complete neighborhoods 

with the desired scale and character of 

development.  Look for barriers to their 

use by developers while maintaining a 

high standard for human-scale design.

02

Evaluate expanding form-based zoning 

into conventionally zoned areas to 

promote higher-quality design and 

development. Amendments or revisions 

to the  Zoning Ordinance should allow 

mixed-use development as identified in 

the Infill Growth Tiers.

03

Evaluate condensing the Conventional 

zones into fewer districts for simplicity. 

Consider removing districts whose uses, 

densities, and locations are likely to 

cost the City more in infrastructure and 

services, such as medium density single-

family detached residences far from jobs 

and amenities. 

04

As part of the zoning update, develop 

design standards for architecture, 

focusing on the materials, scale, 

orientation, and fenestration, particularly 

on facades visible from public spaces 

and streets. These standards can be 

incorporated into the Zoning Ordinance 

or can be separate Design Guidelines.

05
Consider reducing or removing parking 

requirements in the existing Traditional 

Districts.

Recommendations Cont.

06

Lead by example by adhering to design 

standards for public buildings. By doing 

so, the City can encourage the private 

sector to employ the guidelines when 

designing new buildings or renovating 

existing buildings.

07

Consider burying power lines or consider 

relocating poles and lines to the edge of 

the right-of-way or to the parallel street 

or alley to minimize visual clutter. Trees 

and bistro lights also soften their visual 

impact.
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Encourage Retrofits and 
Adaptive Reuse of Buildings
Vacant or underutilized buildings should be 

prioritized for redevelopment, particularly 

Downtown. The City should help maintain the 

character of Athens by facilitating the reuse of 

existing structures. The retrofitting of buildings, 

especially historic structures that are valued 

for their architecture, often requires substantial 

investments to meet building codes. The City 

should consider ways to alleviate the challenges 

of adaptive reuse through grants and alternative 

building standards.

Recommendations

01
Prioritize the adaptive reuse of buildings, 

especially historic structures.

02
Encourage retrofit and adaptive reuse 

using grants and other incentives. 

03

Provide information about available 

resources available to building owners 

and developers who would like to pursue 

adaptive reuse projects.

04
Consider adding storefronts and windows 

where possible or where they once were.

Encourage Mixed-Use 
Development and Implement 
Best Practices in Mixed-Use 
Neighborhood Design
Athens’ existing zoning regulations have resulted in 

development patterns that, aside from Downtown, 

are primarily detached single-family homes or 

occasional pockets of multifamily and other 

non-residential development along the main 

thoroughfares. Because of this zoning, Athens has 

a limited range of lifestyle options, making it difficult 

for seniors and others who may desire smaller 

homes and apartments within walking distance 

of amenities. While improvements are possible 

within the boundaries of the existing regulatory 

system, the City may want to consider an approach 

that focuses more on streetscape and building 

character, with less emphasis on separation of 

uses. 

Large and small mixed-use centers across the U.S. 

have demonstrated economic competitiveness, 

appealing to the people’s desire to live, work, shop, 

dine, learn, and play in walkable places. According to 

the (TSET) Healthy Living Program, “locating places 

of employment and enjoyment near places where 

people live shortens the distance that people have 

to travel to get to work, the grocery store, a park, or 

a restaurant.” Development in this form facilitates 

not only improved equity, but more active living by 

making walking or bicycling to those destinations 

more feasible. 

Vertically mixed-use buildings combine residential 

units with commercial uses. Typically, residential uses 

are located on floors above retail and office uses.  

Horizontally mixed uses refers to complementary 

uses in separate, adjacent buildings. Transitions 
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Recommendations

01

Encourage and support compact, mixed-

use development that responds to the 

wants and needs of residents, workers, 

students, and visitors. While Downtown 

has— and should continue to have—the 

greatest mix of uses, other areas, as 

shown on the Growth & Conservation 

Map, are also appropriate. Such areas 

are intended to complement, not 

compete with, Downtown. On a smaller 

scale, neighborhood centers should also 

accommodate a mix of uses.

02

Replace buildings Downtown whose 

architecture is not in keeping with the 

historic Downtown character with 2-3 

story mixed-use buildings with inviting 

facades. Encourage housing upstairs 

and maintain practical, local businesses 

downstairs.

03

Strategically locate neighborhood 

commercial nodes to serve surrounding 

residential neighborhoods and help 

reduce traffic and trip length.

04
Promote mixed-use development that 

integrates complementary uses by:

Situating homes, workplaces, parks, 

grocery stores, and services (e.g., laundry, 

banking, childcare) in close proximity;

Linking uses with safe and comfortable 

sidewalks and other pedestrian facilities; 

and

Considering appropriate locations for both 

the vertical and horizontal mix of uses.

between uses, including usable open space, should 

enhance compatibility. The organization of mixed-

use development should create a local circulation 

network of complete streets that support 

pedestrians, bikes, and vehicles and, with internal 

vehicular connections, minimizes congestion on 

major roads.
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Encourage Conservation 
Developments
We have heard that the current pattern of suburban 

sprawl development is unsustainable and other 

development patterns are needed. A Conservation 

Development focuses on preserving open space 

and natural features while allowing for clustered 

development. It consists of primarily single-family 

residential with a large amount of the property 

being left as permanently protected open space. 

The development is clustered to allow for the open 

space to remain in its natural state. 

Recommendations

01

Update zoning and subdivision regulations 

to require conservation development in 

specific areas as identified on the Place 

Types map.
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Growth & Conservation Framework
Planning for Athens’ successful future requires a 

careful balance between promoting conservation 

and supporting growth. This strategy identifies 

areas of the community that should be conserved 

or preserved and areas that should be allowed to 

grow or develop. 

This section of the Comprehensive Plan describes 

the City’s Growth and Conservation Framework, 

which is intended to guide growth by informing 

decisions about infrastructure investments, 

development and redevelopment activities, 

and initiatives to protect natural and cultural 

resources. Managing change in accordance with 

the Framework will help ensure a more equitable 

and higher quality of life for current and future 

residents, a more diversified local economy, and 

fiscal sustainability.

The Growth and Conservation Framework is the 

culmination of input gathered from participants 

throughout the Athens2040 planning process, 

City officials and staff, GIS technical analysis and 

scenario planning. This framework will be used 

as the organizing structure for the City’s future 

decision-making priorities.

The Growth and Conservation Framework 

contained in this Plan protects the character 

of Athens’ existing single family residential 

neighborhoods while providing for much-needed 

housing variety and neighborhood services.

There are multiple key areas in the City where 

opportunities exist for redevelopment and growth 

that could enhance the City’s character and 

better meet resident needs. Several of Athens’ 

automobile-oriented corridors are reimagined as 

walkable, multimodal streets with destinations 

serving adjacent neighborhoods, and existing 

single-use commercial development as new 

walkable, mixed-use destinations serving several 

neighborhoods in the community.

The Growth and Conservation Framework is a way 

to organize and illustrate the City’s conservation 

and growth priorities. The Growth and Conservation 

Map is made up of five investment Tiers. Priority 

and Infill Tiers are areas where the City could strive 

to increase infrastructure capacity and availability, 

improve proximity of activity centers to nearby 

neighborhoods, and encourage private investment 

to meet the needs of Athens residents, businesses, 

and visitors. Any future growth should be targeted 

in places where infrastructure capacity exists or 

can be expanded efficiently and in a way that is 

appropriate for the community. By organizing the 

City according to Tiers intentional and informed 

decisions can be made about how to spend 

municipal dollars most efficiently on infrastructure 

improvements that will support the vision. 

Examples of some of the types of development 

and redevelopment that could occur in these Tiers 

are illustrated in the “Conceptual Plans” section 

that follows.

How to use the Framework in 
Rezoning and Development 
Decisions
The Growth and Conservation Map and Place Types 

Map are tools that should be used by City staff, 

local officials and developers in making rezoning 

and development decisions. When a rezoning or 

development proposal is submitted to the city it 

should be evaluated against the Tier to determine 

if development is appropriate in that location and 

then look at the Place Types map to determine 

what type of development is appropriate.
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The Growth and Conservation Map is organized 

using the Tier framework. Tiers are used to guide 

where, and to what extent, open areas and growth 

areas are to be encouraged and directed. Tiers are 

assigned to different areas based on a number 

of factors, including availability of planned and 

existing infrastructure and preservation of valuable 

open space.

Generally speaking, the Growth and Conservation 

Map advocates for more compact and efficient 

development patterns that will help manage 

the timing, location, and magnitude (length and 

size) of expensive infrastructure investments.  

The City should prioritize infill development and 

redevelopment within its existing service areas to 

manage large-cost infrastructure expansion unless 

it supports clear economic development goals for 

the City.

The Growth and Conservation Map will help 

officials manage the amount and timing of new 

infrastructure needed to support future (re)

development in the community — understanding 

finite resources are available to expand infrastructure 

capacity and, in many cases, infrastructure projects 

may take ten- to twenty-years to build out when 

accounting for the time needed to plan, design, 

fund, and build large projects.

Service providers should count on the location and 

distribution of development change or intensity 

depicted on the Growth and Conservation Map 

to prepare their own long-range master plans and 

programs, or phase infrastructure improvements 

to keep pace with development.

A description of five different investment tiers 

depicted on the Map and the intentions to manage 

future development with each are as follows:

Tiers 
 Tier 1: Priority Investment Areas

Areas identified as high-priority for new 

infrastructure, which will provide new capacity 

in existing service areas to keep pace with infill 

development envisioned on the Growth and 

Conservation Map.  Continued investments 

in these areas should maximize return-on-

investment potential for the City, and offer several 

public-private partnerships to improve the public 

realm — the space between buildings — during the 

development entitlement process.  

Infrastructure investments in these areas should 

keep pace with changing economics, evolving 

technologies, and aging-infrastructure.  Advancing 

infrastructure investments in these areas should be 

considered to incentivize concurrent investments 

by developers or private property owners.  Specific 

projects should be considered that might transform 

specific areas of Athens into more walkable and 

vibrant places.

 Tier 2-NR: Infill Investment 
Areas, Non-Residential

Areas with commercial, office, or industrial 

development envisioned on the Growth and 

Conservation Map that are inside existing utility 

service areas and now stable.  These areas should 

be targeted for small- to large-scale infrastructure 

investments that keep properties economically-

viable in the future.  City officials should prioritize 

new infrastructure projects that upsize for 

additional capacity and fill-in missing segments for 

important street, water, or sewer connections.

Continued investment in these areas should 

maximize return-on-investment potential for the 

City by 1) minimizing utility expansion costs and 2) 

maximizing land productivity for private property 
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owners that increases tax revenues for the City.  

Infrastructure investments that support economic 

development (new jobs or new sales tax revenue) 

should be a high priority.

 Tier 2-R: Infill Investment Areas, 
Residential

Areas with residential development envisioned 

on the Growth and Conservation Map that are 

inside existing utility service areas and now stable.  

These areas should be targeted for small- to 

medium-scale infrastructure investments that 

help overcome specific hurdles or challenges, or 

fill-in missing segments for important street, water, 

or sewer connections.  

Specific projects should be considered that link 

neighborhoods to parks or greenways, address 

reoccurring flooding issues, mitigate vehicle 

congestion, or relieve school-overcrowding.   

 Tier 3-NR: Controlled 
Investment Areas, Non-Residential

Areas with commercial, office, or industrial 

development envisioned on the Growth and 

Conservation Map that are outside existing utility 

service areas and currently undeveloped.  The City 

should limit its role in extending new infrastructure 

in these areas to opportunities for public-private 

partnerships, where the private interest assumes a 

significant responsibility (funding and construction) 

to extend service to their property.  The only 

exception to this policy should be for opportunities 

where infrastructure expansion supports clear 

economic development goals for the City.

Some areas in Tier 3-R are served by other utility 

providers.  In these areas, the City’s efforts to 

extend utilities should be limited to coordination 

activities.

 Tier 3-R: Controlled Investment 
Areas, Residential

Areas with residential development envisioned 

on the Growth and Conservation Map that are 

outside existing utility service areas and currently 

undeveloped.  The City should limit its role in 

extending new infrastructure in these areas to 

opportunities for public-private partnerships, 

where the private interest assumes a significant 

responsibility (funding and construction) to extend 

service to their property.

Some areas in Tier 3-R are served by other utility 

providers.  In these areas, the City’s efforts to 

extend utilities should be limited to coordination 

activities.

 Tier 4: Minimal Investment 
Areas

Areas identified for minimal infrastructure 

investments to meet property-owner needs; 

acknowledging many responsibilities to live and 

work in these areas are borne by private landowners 

as a trade-off for the opportunity to live in a more 

rural-setting (e.g., well and septic systems, private 

open space, long travel distance to schools, etc.).  

Infrastructure investments in these areas should 

be limited to items that safeguard the community’s 

health, safety, or welfare with the exception of 

above or below ground transmission lines that 

may be used to connect areas in Tiers 1 through 

3. For example, a water or sewer main, major 

thoroughfare, or greenway may traverse land in Tier 

4 if it connects two areas designated either Tier 

1, 2, or 3. Service from a main line should only be 

provided to property in Tier 4 if determined to be 

appropriate by the Planning Commission.



1 8 0

Athens 2040 Comprehensive Plan

The City should remove zoning for anything but 

agriculture or extremely low-density residential 

in these areas to reinforce the infrastructure 

investment strategy consistent with the Growth 

and Conservation Map.

 Tier 5: Preservation Areas

Areas identified for permanent conservation in the 

community.  Infrastructure investments in these 

areas should be limited to items that safeguard 

the community’s health, safety, or welfare with the 

exception of above or below ground transmission 

lines that may be used to connect areas in Tiers 

1 through 3.  For example, a water or sewer main, 

major thoroughfare, or greenway may traverse land 

in Tier 5 if it connects two areas designated either 

Tier 1, 2, or 3.  Under no circumstances should 

service from a main line be provided to property 

in Tier 5.
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Place Types
 Permanent Open Space

Permanent Open Spaces comprise land dedicated 

for permanent conservation. These areas may be 

preserved on account of their outstanding natural 

beauty, but they may also be used for active and 

passive recreation, and/or for environmental and 

wildlife management purposes. These areas are 

typically undisturbed or undeveloped and have 

been protected from development by federal, 

state, or local agencies, or by public, private, or 

non-profit organizations.

There are several locations throughout the City of 

Athens identified as preserved open space. These 

areas protect the region’s natural terrain and water 

features, serve as buffers between incompatible 

land uses, and provide areas for active recreation. 

Notable sites include Swan Creek and Town Creek.

 Recreation Open Space
Recreational Open Spaces comprise land dedicated 

for active and passive recreational uses. These 

areas are designated to exclude development and 

to provide good public access. In Athens, these 

areas include municipal parks, open air sports 

complexes, and athletic fields. Examples include 

the Athens Sportsplex, Athens Limestone Fitness 

Park, and future Singing River Trail. These areas 

also protect the region’s natural terrain and water 

features, serve as buffers between incompatible 

land uses, and provide areas for active recreation. 

Additional recreation open spaces are needed 

within the proposed park buffer areas on the Place 

Types map.

 Conservation Neighborhood
Conservation Neighborhoods are areas that 

reflect a development strategy that prioritizes 

broader environmental and social goals of a 

community by building the same number of homes 

as a conventional subdivision but is done in a 

manner that conserves large areas of landscape 

for scenic views, which are usually protected by 

legal easements. Designs are site specific, require 

less infrastructure and maintenance, and offer 

increased protection to water quality and wildlife 

habitat. Land that has significant flood plain, but 

could support some development is appropriate 

for the Place Type

 Rural Residential/
Agricultural
A Rural Residential area encompasses the areas 

developed with low-density neighborhoods 

(some with water and sewer, but most with on-

site systems) and agricultural lands that should 

remain “as is.” This area is defined by conventional 

suburban development patterns of primarily 

detached single-family houses. Areas of rural 

undeveloped land remain in this Place Type. These 

areas should be either preserved or developed as 

single-family 5 acre minimum large lots or cluster 

subdivisions with significant areas of protected 

open space. Clustered subdivisions are appropriate 

in Tiers 1 and 2 and only appropriate in Tier 3 when 

there are existing utilities present or with on-site 

septic systems. Clustered subdivisions may be 

appropriate in Tier 4 if services are available and 

adequate to serve the proposed development and 

the type of development is found to be appropriate 

by the Planning Commission.

 Residential Subdivision
A Residential Subdivision area is comprised 

of existing, stable neighborhoods. These 

neighborhoods are made up primarily of single-

family detached housing on a variety of lot sizes. 
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Homes are oriented toward streets with rear 

yards larger than front yards. Some Residential 

Subdivision areas may have a mix of house sizes 

and provide accessory dwelling units. While some 

of the older neighborhoods have an interconnected 

street network, those built after WWII are often 

disconnected by cul-de-sacs.

 Mixed-Use Neighborhood
A Mixed-Use Neighborhood includes a wider 

variety of housing types, single-family detached 

houses and accessory dwelling units mixed with 

duplexes, triplexes, townhomes, neighborhood-

scale urban condominiums and apartments, 

and senior living facilities. This diversity provides 

a range of home choices (and densities) in the 

same neighborhood. This mixed approach allows 

residents at all stages of life and income levels, with 

different housing preferences and needs, to live in 

a multi-generational community for a lifetime. 

Mixed-Use Neighborhoods would allow for office 

space, first-floor shops and restaurants, live-work 

housing units, corner stores, and other amenities 

that the area residents would like to access easily, 

perhaps by walking or biking.

 Institutional
The Institutional Place Type includes existing church 

buildings, schools, higher educational institutions, 

civic buildings outside of the Downtown Core, 

cemeteries, and hospital buildings.

 Suburban Corridor
Suburban Corridors are the areas generally 

located along transportation corridors, connecting 

destinations in the City. These areas are mostly 

developed but still contain underutilized parcels. 

Most are defined by a conventional, auto-oriented 

suburban pattern of primarily commercial strip 

development. Some of the larger, deeper parcels 

in this place type may allow for a change in the 

pattern of development and the addition of multi-

family and mixed-use buildings. New development, 

redevelopment, or the reuse of existing land and 

buildings should be encouraged to better meet the 

local goal of achieving more walkable and bikeable 

corridors and neighborhoods and improving the 

image and character of the City. Major intersections 

in these areas may be appropriate to transform 

into regional commercial and employment centers.

 Neighborhood Center
The Neighborhood Center Place Type includes 

commercial centers of varying size and scale 

that provides goods and services to several 

surrounding neighborhoods. Their proximity to 

residential areas requires that operations be low-

intensity, unobtrusive, and at a scale and design 

compatible with nearby residential development. 

Neighborhood Centers feature a mix of housing 

and supportive retail and small office opportunities. 

The design of Neighborhood Centers transitions 

effectively between residential and nonresidential 

uses and includes safe and convenient pedestrian 

and bicycle access for nearby residents. Sites also 

effectively minimize the impact of cut-through 

traffic on nearby neighborhood streets by orienting 

vehicle access, circulation, etc. away from the 

neighborhood.

 Innovation Village
An Innovation Village abandons the idea of a 

conventional business park and imagines a 

mixed-use village that concentrates employment 

uses in a discernible center surrounded by one 

or more neighborhoods that support a variety of 
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home densities and choices, including live-work 

units in the employment center.  The design, 

scale, character, and intensity of development in 

the Innovation Village emphasizes technology, 

creativity, and innovation, and may support a 

corporate headquarters, research and development 

campus, manufacturing center, or other center of 

excellence and the nearby retail businesses and 

housing options needed for its employees. While 

some of the buildings in the Innovation Village 

may be larger than would typically be desirable in 

a walkable district, the overall planning and zoning 

regulations should require that these urban design 

principles be incorporated into this Place Type.  

An interconnected network of walkable streets 

connect destinations within the Innovation Village 

and the surrounding neighborhoods.  Parking 

should be located in the behind buildings that 

are oriented with their frontages addressing the 

street.  Connected open space throughout to 

accommodate recreation facilities, small parks, 

greenways, and gathering places; preserve tree 

stands; and help reduce stormwater runoff.

 Industrial Village / Industrial 
Park
This place type allows for the traditional Industrial 

Park or an Industrial Village.

An Industrial Village abandons the idea of a 

conventional industrial park and imagines a 

mixed-use village that concentrates employment 

uses in a discernable center surrounded by one 

or more neighborhoods that support a variety of 

home densities and choices, including mixed-use 

buildings and live-work units. The design, scale, 

character, and intensity of development in the 

Industrial Village emphasizes technology, creativity, 

and innovation, and may support a corporate 

headquarters, research and development campus, 

or manufacturing centers.

An interconnected network of walkable streets 

connects destinations with the Industrial Village 

and the surrounding neighborhoods. Parking should 

be located behind buildings that are oriented with 

their frontages addressing the street. Connected 

open space throughout accommodates recreation 

facilities, small parks, greenways, and gathering 

places; preserves tree stands; and helps reduce 

stormwater runoff. While some of the buildings 

in the Industrial Village may be larger than would 

typically be desirable in a walkable district, the 

overall planning and zoning regulations should 

require that these urban design principles be 

incorporated in this Place Type.

 Industrial
The Industrial Place Type includes the existing 

industrial park. This area should be heavily buffered 

from adjacent uses.

 Downtown Core
Athens’ Downtown functions as a destination for 

residents and visitors. The core area of Downtown 

supports a compact development pattern with a 

mix of land uses (horizontal and vertical), high-

quality architecture, plazas and public spaces, and 

civic spaces that promote social interaction and 

celebrate Athens. By building up, rather than out, 

and increasing residential density in the Downtown 

urban core, land can be conserved at the periphery 

of the City and the distance people drive to get to 

Downtown is reduced. 

Uses and buildings are located on small blocks 

with streets designed to extend a grid network in 

all directions. Buildings may include civic, retail, 
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office, restaurant, or other entertainment uses 

with residential above storefronts. Non-franchise 

architecture is encouraged Downtown as a way to 

maintain unique character. Historic preservation 

should be prioritized in this area, especially 

within the three historic districts. The design, 

scale, character, and intensity of development 

in Downtown should be compatible with, and 

transition to, adjacent residential neighborhoods. 

Parking is satisfied using on-street parking and 

shared rear-lot parking strategies. 

 Downtown Neighborhoods
Preserving the character of existing homes in the 

residential neighborhoods surrounding Downtown 

is a high priority in this area. New or improved 

parks, plazas, streets, or other public spaces in the 

neighborhoods are important elements for unifying 

neighborhood character and making connections 

between the Downtown and its adjacent districts. 

Historic Neighborhoods and Historic Districts 

are included within this Place Type. Preservation 

of the existing historic neighborhoods should be 

prioritized. 
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Introduction
This collection of illustrative plan drawings  

demonstrates how the recommendations and 

planning principles included in the Comprehensive 

Plan could “come to life” at real locations in 

Athens. These long-range conceptual plans were 

developed during Planapalooza™ and were based 

on input received from participants during the 

Athens2040 process. It is important to remember 

that the City does not control these sites and that 

they may not be developed exactly as shown, but 

these illustrations show new development   that 

will have a positive impact on the economy, tax 

base, affordability, mobility, environment, and 

quality of life. Importantly, these plans demonstrate 

how best practices for the built environment, 

economy, housing supply and transportation 

system are considered all together so that they 

can complement and support one another. The 

plans detailed in this section show one potential 

development outcome for each of five specific 

locations in Athens: Town Creek, Duck Pond, 

Gateway, and Neighborhood Center.
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town creek

IMPORTANT NOTE: This is an illustration of one possible scenario representing the views of many of the participants and is not intended to be the 
only plan possible for these properties. The property owner and/or the City will produce actual development plans through detailed study that will 
be reviewed during the official City development review process before any action would be taken on the site. This illustrative plan is intended to 
help the community visualize possibilities and create a platform for dialogue about the ideas contained in the images.
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Legend

Town Creek was selected as a focus area because 

of its proximity to Downtown and the underutilized 

amenity of the creek. This area could be transformed 

into a destination for residents and visitors. The 

plan adds to the Downtown experience so that 

shoppers can walk approximately two blocks to the 

park. The wildlife found in the Creek is beautiful and 

should be featured. 

Before

Mixed Use

Civic

Single Family

Townhomes

Apartments

Plaza
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IMPORTANT NOTE: This is an illustration of one possible scenario representing the views of many of the participants and is not intended to be the 
only plan possible for these properties. The property owner and/or the City will produce actual development plans through detailed study that will 
be reviewed during the official City development review process before any action would be taken on the site. This illustrative plan is intended to 
help the community visualize possibilities and create a platform for dialogue about the ideas contained in the images.

town creek
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Existing trails were used to create a path to 

the park.
01

The existing shed was transformed into a 

“maker’s shed” for artisans to have a place 

to create.

02

The farmers market pavilion was enhanced 

and became a prominent feature of the 

park.

03

A diagonal road running across the block 

was found to be unnecessary and turned 

into a pedestrian walkway and bridge.

04

Public art, community gardens, dog park, 

a plaza, and artist buildings were added to 

make the park more vibrant and inviting.

06

Density is added with more apartments on 

the block adjacent to the park to add to 

Downtown density, looking over the park 

and adding to its safety and comfortability. 

Small multifamily, mixed use, row houses, 

parking lots were added inside the block.

05

Features of the Plan
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IMPORTANT NOTE: This is an illustration of one possible scenario representing the views of many of the participants and is not intended to be the 
only plan possible for these properties. The property owner and/or the City will produce actual development plans through detailed study that will 
be reviewed during the official City development review process before any action would be taken on the site. This illustrative plan is intended to 
help the community visualize possibilities and create a platform for dialogue about the ideas contained in the images.

duck pond
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Like Town Creek, the “Duck Pond” area was chosen 

due to its proximity to the Limestone Courthouse 

Square, to show how this park area could be 

enhanced with the addition of more mixed use and 

outdoor activities.

Before

Legend

Existing Buildings

Food Trucks

Mixed Use
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IMPORTANT NOTE: This is an illustration of one possible scenario representing the views of many of the participants and is not intended to be the 
only plan possible for these properties. The property owner and/or the City will produce actual development plans through detailed study that will 
be reviewed during the official City development review process before any action would be taken on the site. This illustrative plan is intended to 
help the community visualize possibilities and create a platform for dialogue about the ideas contained in the images.
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The Grand Lawn replaces the current 

parking lot, and those parking spaces are 

reallocated elsewhere.

01

There is a better, more natural flow towards 

the cemetery now.
02

One tennis court was removed, but there 

are room for all three.
03

The Park was extended towards the street 

in some areas.
04

A small pavilion was also added so that 

there are options for all group sizes.
06

The Duck Pond offers a direct view to the 

Athens State University quad.
07

A large pavilion was added for outdoor 

activities, such as outdoor yoga, 

performances, a food truck court, and 

outdoor kitchen. Restaurants across the 

street were reoriented so that private 

outdoor dining would face the park and 

invite patrons to visit.

05

Features of the Plan
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Gateway

IMPORTANT NOTE: This is an illustration of one possible scenario representing the views of many of the participants and is not intended to be the 
only plan possible for these properties. The property owner and/or the City will produce actual development plans through detailed study that will 
be reviewed during the official City development review process before any action would be taken on the site. This illustrative plan is intended to 
help the community visualize possibilities and create a platform for dialogue about the ideas contained in the images.
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Mixed Use

Existing Buildings

Single Family

Townhomes

Multi-Family

Big Box Retail

Legend

As an important entrance to the City, the Gateway 

focus area was chosen to show how a corridor 

could be transformed to lure visitors in and lead 

them Downtown.

Before
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Gateway

IMPORTANT NOTE: This is an illustration of one possible scenario representing the views of many of the participants and is not intended to be the 
only plan possible for these properties. The property owner and/or the City will produce actual development plans through detailed study that will 
be reviewed during the official City development review process before any action would be taken on the site. This illustrative plan is intended to 
help the community visualize possibilities and create a platform for dialogue about the ideas contained in the images.
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Residential and mixed-use buildings were 

added and parking was internalized to break 

down the scale.

01

Rather than using buffers, such as fences, 

different types of uses were brought in as a 

natural transition.

02

Connections were drastically improved, 

through sidewalks and connecting streets at 

multiple points.

03

The gas station was reoriented backwards 

so that the pumps are not seen from the 

street.

05

Pavilions were added to revamp the outdoor 

experience.
06

A large fountain was added to buffer the 

noise of cars passing by, and streets were 

designed with better lighting and signage, 

to improve safety and comfortability for 

pedestrians.

04

Features of the Plan
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neighborhood center

IMPORTANT NOTE: This is an illustration of one possible scenario representing the views of many of the participants and is not intended to be the 
only plan possible for these properties. The property owner and/or the City will produce actual development plans through detailed study that will 
be reviewed during the official City development review process before any action would be taken on the site. This illustrative plan is intended to 
help the community visualize possibilities and create a platform for dialogue about the ideas contained in the images.
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Mixed Use

Commercial

Plaza

Civic Green

Legend

The Neighborhood Center is already a commercial 

node with an existing roundabout and residential 

buildings, and a lake that is covered behind buildings. 

This area could be transformed to showcase the 

lake and provide walkable neighborhood services 

and activities.

Before
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Neighborhood center

IMPORTANT NOTE: This is an illustration of one possible scenario representing the views of many of the participants and is not intended to be the 
only plan possible for these properties. The property owner and/or the City will produce actual development plans through detailed study that will 
be reviewed during the official City development review process before any action would be taken on the site. This illustrative plan is intended to 
help the community visualize possibilities and create a platform for dialogue about the ideas contained in the images.
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Commercial buildings were reoriented so 

the lake would be seen and framed with 

another commercial space over the water.

01

The parking lot was also reoriented.
02

Plazas, cornhole, a fountain, and bocce 

ball courts were added, and some houses 

were converted to live-work spaces with 

commercial space on the first floor and 

residential space above.

03

Features of the Plan
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Action Plan
The CIty of Athens should use this Plan as a 

critical resource when considering new policies, 

planning, and programming new infrastructure, 

evaluating new development applications, and 

coordinating with outside agencies. From time to 

time, a development application may bring into 

conflict one or more of the recommendations 

presented in the Plan, and City leaders will 

need to balance competing interests and make 

decisions that, to the best of their abilities, bring 

about intended outcomes. Ultimately, the Plan’s 

relevance will be measured by its use in everyday 

decision making.

The document’s recommendations provide 

guidelines, targets, and priorities for shaping 

future growth and development in the community. 

They can generally be categorized into one of four 

types: plans (or studies), projects, policies, and 

initiatives. Some are easily accomplished in the 

near-term while others will likely be more feasible 

later.

New or amended plans, projects, policies and 

initiatives are recommended throughout this 

Comprehensive Plan. They are part of specific 

strategies to fulfill the community’s vision.

Specific Plans & Studies

A Comprehensive Plan can raise questions 

that require further study or present ideas not 

contemplated in other plans adopted by the City. To 

address the questions and ideas at a deeper level, 

further plans and studies may be required as a step 

toward the implementation of the Comprehensive 

Plan.

Capital Projects

Capital projects address existing deficiencies 

and/or anticipated future year needs. These 

investments should provide capacity that matches 

the magnitude and timing of development depicted 

on the Growth and Conservation Map. Some 

projects require coordination with other entities 

such as county, state, or federal agencies.

Policies

In order to implement many of the Plan 

recommendations, revisions will need to be 

made to the local zoning ordinance as well as to 

supporting policies and codes.

Initiatives

New initiatives led by the City and partner agencies 

will address a wide range of topics important to 

promoting economic development and improving 

the quality of life for residents. These initiatives 

are a critical opportunity to build local capacity by 

involving stakeholders, especially citizens, in Plan 

implementation.
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Encourage Use of the Plan
The document will be widely accessible to residents, 

business owners, and property owners throughout 

the City.  Hard copies will be available in community 

buildings (i.e., ___) and a downloadable copy 

available from the City’s website. Elected officials, 

area developers, advocacy groups, and other 

organizations will consider the Comprehensive 

Plan’s recommendations and guiding principles 

when collaborating on projects throughout the 

City.

Updates and Amendments
A comprehensive update to this Plan should occur 

every eight to ten years to take advantage of 

changing technologies, new market and economic 

development realities, or other opportunities 

when they present themselves. Some parts of the 

document such as the Vision Statement and Guiding 

Principles should remain constant to keep Athens 

focused on a path for success. Other sections, such 

as implementation strategies and the Conservation 

and Growth Map, may need to evolve over time as 

conditions change that were not contemplated at 

the time this Plan was adopted. Proposed changes 

should be evaluated against the community vision 

and Guiding Principles to determine if they are in 

the best long-term interests of Athens’ residents, 

businesses, and property owners.

Amendments to the Growth and Conservation  

Map may need to occur from time to time and 

may be initiated by a property owner or the City. 

The Planning Department will keep the most 

recent map on file. Any amendment requests 

need to include a reason for the amendment, an 

analysis against the community vision and Guiding 

Principles, documentation of service capacity, and 

compatibility of the proposed amendment with the 

surrounding area. 

Community Report Card
A Community Report Card should monitor and 

evaluate progress as the City implements the 

recommendations in this Comprehensive Plan. 

The report card should give a full and honest 

assessment of conditions in City and be used 

specifically to monitor performance, measure 

achievement, and reflect change generated by the 

plan.  

Formal presentation of the Community Report Card 

should be made to the  City Council at the first of 

each year. Adjustments to the Plan Implementation 

Matrix, if necessary, should be made in the months 

following the presentation.
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Plan Implementation Matrix
Plan implementation is a long-term commitment 

that is crucial for the success of the Comprehensive 

Plan. To keep the City accountable for implementing 

the proposed concepts, a Plan Implementation 

Matrix was created. This tool will be used for 

tracking recommendations in a planned and 

managed approach over the upcoming years. 

Created as a separate, stand-alone document, the 

Plan Implementation Matrix is maintained by the 

Engineering Services and Community Development 

Department. Since the ideas proposed in the 

Matrix are shared across divisions, responsibility for 

execution is shared between the City, community 

leaders, stakeholders, partner agencies, and area 

organizations to realize the vision. 

Coordination across City departments is critical 

to efficiently and effectively achieve the results 

proposed. Therefore, City departments will work 

together to identify shared interests and needs. For 

example, the Engineering Services and Community 

Development Department might schedule special 

studies that could benefit two or more departments’ 

initiatives. Similarly, efforts to obtain necessary 

grant funding could be optimized by two or more 

departments sharing responsibilities to prepare 

and submit applications. For this reason, the Matrix 

suggests assignments to responsible parties who 

can either take the lead or a supporting role.

The Matrix should be used as a tool to record 

advancement toward milestones. Regular meetings 

between City staff should be held to evaluate 

progress and adjust courses as necessary to ensure 

implementation efforts remain strong. Each action 

item on the Matrix will include a brief description, 

timeframe, and department assignment. 

Monitoring the Plan’s employment will be an open 

and ongoing process, summarized quarterly in 

an update to the Planning Commission and City 

Council that examines performance, measures 

achievement, and reflects changes outlined in the 

Plan. Milestones reached are a reason to celebrate. 

Reporting success maintains momentum.




