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Community Development at Ohio State University Extension 

helps communities enhance their well-being and create social, 

economic and environmental conditions in which they can thrive.
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Key Takeaways

Formed in 1851, Noble is the last and youngest county within the state of Ohio. Located in the heart of 
the natural resource rich Southeastern part of the state, Noble County has developed an ever-evolving 
relationship with many different sectors of the fossil fuel industry. It is home to the first North 
American oil well, the Thorla-McKee Well which struck oil in 1814, subsequently launching the region 
ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÏÉÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅȢ 0ÒÅÓÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÉÔ ÓÉÔÓ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÙ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ /ÈÉÏȭÓ 5ÔÉÃÁ 
Shale oil and gas production region with two natural gas pipelines bisecting the county and three 
major gas processing plants managing output from over 150 shale wells. 

However, while these industries have and will 
ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ÔÏ ÐÌÁÙ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÒÏÌÅÓ ÉÎ .ÏÂÌÅ #ÏÕÎÔÙȭÓ 
history and economy, the impact of the coal 
ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȭÓ ÓÈÁÒÐ ÒÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÎÇÏÉÎÇ ÆÁÌÌ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÓ ÔÏ 
ÓÈÁÐÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢ &ÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ 
project, which is rooted to an exploration of the 
ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÏÁÌȟ ×Å ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ 
explored the impacts of Central Ohio Coal Company 
which was founded in 1946 and went on to close in 
2001. At the height of its production, Central Ohio 
Coal Co. (a surface coal mining operation) employed 
nearly 1,000 people throughout southeastern Ohio 
producing up to 1.7 million tons of coal annually 
ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ρωφπȭÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ρωψπȭÓȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ 
declined in the 1990s and by the time it closed in the 
early aughts it only had about 145 employees on the

books. In 2020, in spite of the closure of Central Ohio Coal Co. decades earlier, and due to the presence of 
"Ǫ. #ÏÁÌ #ÏȭÓ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ Whigville-ÉÎÅȟ .ÏÂÌÅ #ÏÕÎÔÙ ÉÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ Á ÐÒÏÍÉÎÅÎÔ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ /ÈÉÏȭÓ 
ÒÅÍÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÃÏÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ σÒÄ ÈÉÇÈÅÓÔ ÃÏÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÎÔÙȢ 

Conflict between 
anticipating change 
and the desire for 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ Ψǎǘŀȅ ǘƘŜ 

ǎŀƳŜΩ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ 
for intergenerational 

succession

¢ƘŜ ά5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ 5ƛǾƛŘŜέ 
continues to have an 

impact in Noble 
County and the need 
for better access to 

rural broadband 
remain

Community resilience 
proved challenging 

when economic 
development policies 
have historically been 
reactionary instead    

of visionary

Regional Oil & Gas 
remains an important 
part of core economic 
development strategy 

when alternative 
options fail to 
materialize
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Map by Katie Finneran 2022

ÅNoble County is located inthe heart of southeastern 
/ÈÉÏȟ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ /ÈÉÏȭÓ !ÐÐÁÌÁÃÈÉÁÎ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȢ  

ÅThe county is bisected by north-south Interstate 77. 
ÅOne-half hour north of the county is east-west 

Interstate 70, one of the nation's busiest interstates. 
ÅThe Ohio River, with the ability to provide low-cost 

bulk transportation, is 25 miles to the south of the 
county.

Noble

Geographic Overview:

noble.osu.edu

Noble Landscape
Photo by: William Sharp
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Noble County Economic Profile

ÅLand in farms (acres) = 86,117
ÅNumber of farms = 595
ÅAverage size (acres) = 145
ÅTop 5 Crops & Livestock Acreage:

Forage (Hay); Corn for grain; Corn for silage; 
Vegetables & Christmas Trees

595 
Farms

ÅNoble population in 2020 was estimated at 
14,462 ɀa decline of 2.74% from 2018

Å2,250 residents in the Census are noted as 
being housed in the Noble Correctional 
Institution ( a state facility)

Feb. 2022 Unemployment = 6.3%

ÅStage 0 (Self-employed) = 74

ÅStage 1 (2-9 employees) = 270

ÅStage 2 (10-99 employees) = 89

ÅStage 3 (100-499 employees) = 4

ÅDec. 2021 Unemployment = 5.4%

Larger Noble Employers: 

ÅNoble Correctional Institution

ÅMagnum Magnetics

ÅNovolex

ÅSummit Acres Nursing Facility & Assisted 
Living

ÅNoble Local & Caldwell Schools

ÅCounty Government

Top Industries:

ÅGovernment

ÅAgriculture, Forestry, Fishing 
& Hunting

ÅHealth care and Social Assistance

ÅRetail Trade

ÅManufacturing

ÅMining, Quarrying and Oil & Gas Extraction

437 
Businesses

Å In 2018, an estimated 19.5% of the total 
Noble County population was in poverty

Å23.2% of minors were in poverty

ÅMedium HH income = $48,792

ÅPer Capita Income = $27,211

Å17.4% of housing units are cost-burdened 
and unaffordable given that 30% or more of 
their monthly income was being spent on 
housing costs

19.5%
Poverty

14,462
Residents

ÅLife expectancy is more than 
81 years 

Å In 2018, 53.5% of the population were aged 
50+ years (with 19+% being 70+ years of age)

Å In 2021, there were 21 reported drug 
overdoses.

Health

Data from: BHRC & OSU, 2020 and ODOD, 2020
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Map Source: Ohio Department of Natural Resources

ÅNoble County still maintains current surface coal mining 
ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÔ "Ǫ. #ÏÁÌ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ Whigville mine. 
Production began on the most recent coal seam in 2017. 
B&N Coal has its headquarters in Dexter City, Ohio. 

ÅReclamation of mine land is the restoration process 
ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÂÙ /ÈÉÏ ÌÁ×ȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÓÔÒÉÃÔÅÓÔȢ 
Companies must have a plan for how topsoil, water 
conditions, vegetation, wildlife and other resources will 
be protected. (Crowell, 2014). 

ÅNatural Gas prices provide the most important factor in 
declining coal demand in the electric power sector and 
federal environmental regulations have also increased 
ÔÈÅ ÃÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÂÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÃÏÁÌȢ 3ÉÎÃÅ ρωχπȟ /ÈÉÏȭÓ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÃÏÁÌ 
production and employment has declined. States like 
Ohio will see continued downward trends in coal output 
as their electricity generation portfolios shift further 
away from coal. (Bowen et al., 2020)

Ohio & Noble Coal History :

Memorial Coal Miner statue 
at the Byesville Village Park

Photo by: Gwynn Stewart

Guernsey County GEMMA Gas Power Plant 
Photo by: William Sharp

ÅCoal was first noted in Ohio as early as 1748. Coal has been mined in Ohio 
since 1800. Mining technology has evolved from pick and shovel to the highly 
automated, computer-controlled equipment. (Crowell, 2005). 

ÅSurface mining involves removing layers of soil and rock (called overburden) 
above the coal seam and extracting the coal. This method is used where coal 
ÓÅÁÍÓ ÌÉÅ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅȢ(Crowell, 2014)

ÅBehind Belmont, Harrison, Jefferson, Perry, Athens, Tuscarawas, Guernsey, 
-ÅÉÇÓȟ ÁÎÄ -ÕÓËÉÎÇÕÍȟ .ÏÂÌÅ #ÏÕÎÔÙ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÔÏÐ ρπ ÌÉÓÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÇÈÅÓÔ 
coal producing counties.

ÅȰ)ÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÉÎ /ÈÉÏȭÓ ÃÏÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÄÕÅ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÉÌÙ ÔÏ ÌÁÒÇÅÒȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ 
surface-ÍÉÎÉÎÇ ÅÑÕÉÐÍÅÎÔ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ȱ"ÉÇ -ÕÓËÉÅȱ ÄÒÁÇÌÉÎÅȢȱ ɉCrowell, 2005). 

Å!%0ȭÓ #ÅÎÔÒÁÌ /ÈÉÏ #ÏÁÌ #ÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ .ÏÂÌÅ #ÏÕÎÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÇÉÏÎ ÁÓ Á ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅ ÍÉÎÉÎÇ 
ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÕÎÔÉÌ ρωωρȢ 4ÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȱ"ÉÇ -ÕÓËÉÅȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÄ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ ρȟπππ 
people in southeastern Ohio producing up to 1.7 million tons of coal annually.
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B&N Coal Continues Noble 
Surface Mining Operation 

A family-owned and operated local surface 
mining operation, B&N Coal is still in 
operation in Noble County.  With 50+ years in 
the industry, they are known for re-mining of 
previously mined and un-reclaimed areas 
(Morgan, 2016). B&N Coal employs 60+ 
across four operations. The coal travels by 
truck to barges on the Ohio River for delivery 
to a northern Kentucky power plant.

Coal Impacts

Ȱ!ÐÐÁÌÁÃÈÉÁ has been struggling with the transition from coal for more than 70 years. 

/ÎÅ ÌÅÓÓÏÎ ÔÏ ÅÍÅÒÇÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏ ÏÎÅ-size-fits -ÁÌÌ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȢȱ
(Adams & Bleizeffer, 2020)

County Faces Coal Legacy 
Issues

The legacy of decades of coal production in 
Noble County leaves behind a variety of 
abandoned mines, previously surfaced mined 
acreage and AEP land recently acquired by 
the Ohio Department of Natural Resources 
for outdoor recreation use. 

The Central Ohio Coal Company, 
a subsidiary of American Electric Power, 
operated in Noble until 1991.

Abandoned Mines Map by Ohio Dept. of Natural Resources

B&N Coal Loading Facility along the Ohio River

Photo by: e-crane.com
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Coal Impacts

Ȱ[The Wilds] They support jobs in an area where 
economic development has been adversely 
ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÁÌ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȟȱ ÓÁÉÄ $ÒȢ 
Gilbert Michaud, assistant professor of practice 
at Ohio University who conducted the study. 
Almost $6 million in wages are paid to workers 
ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ 4ÈÅ 7ÉÌÄÓȭ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÒÅ ÇÒÏÕÐ 
of employees come from a seven-county region, 
including Coshocton, Guernsey, Licking, Morgan, 
Muskingum, Noble and Perry Counties. 
(Michaud and Wilson, 2019). 

,ÅÇÁÃÙ )ÓÓÕÅÓ #ÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄȣ

The map at left shows the acreage in Noble 
and surrounding counties that was recently 
acquired by the Ohio Department of Natural 

Resources (ODNR) for Outdoor Recreation 
use. The change in ownership results in an 
ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÌÏÓÓ ÏÆ ÁÃÒÅÁÇÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÉÅÓȭ ÔÁØ 

base and is an impact to schools and other 
levy-funded programs such as EMS, 911, 

senior services and Ohio State University 
Extension. 

The Wilds, which is also noted on the map to 
the North of Noble in Guernsey & Muskingum 

Counties, is a private, non-profit animal 
conservation center managed by the 

Columbus Zoo.  This innovative wildlife area is 
a productive post-mined land use. According 

to a study produced by the Ohio University 
Voinovich School of Leadership and Public 

Affairs, The Wilds makes a $15 million annual 
regional economic impact. 

(Michaud and Wilson, 2019). 

The Wilds combines 
conservation science 

and education programs 
with unique visitor 

opportunities, hosting 
119,132 in 2018.

(Michaud and Wilson, 2019). 

Photos from The Wilds

ODNR Land Purchase Map from ODNR, created by AEP.
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Lessons Learned

Importance of Anticipating Change:

#ÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÎÇ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÏ ȬÓÔÁÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȭ 
causes problems in a time of unprecedented intergenerational succession

So, it was kind of viewed to me as those jobs were well paying for 
somebody with a high school diploma. It's that blue collar, but it's 
the high end of that blue collar. Coal miners made more money 
than schoolteachers, so they make conscious choices to take a job 
ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÁÌ ÍÉÎÅ ÖÅÒÓÕÓ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÃÏÌÌÅÇÅȢȱ

Ȱ7Å΄ÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÔ ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÇÏÉÎÇ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 
direction. A lot of the people that worked in the mines, like all over 
Appalachia, and all over the country, they didn't see this transition 
ÃÏÍÉÎÇȢȱ

Ȱ3Ïȟ ÉÔ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÙÏÕÒ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ Á 
sudden, you've got all these workers and no job for them to go to 
that is comparable to the job that they had. So, you know, I don't 
ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅ Á ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÁÔȢȱ

Ȱ) ÔÈÉÎË ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÉÔ ÒÅÁÌ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ )ȟ ) 
ÊÕÓÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÎ ÄÅÎÉÁÌȢȱ

Researchers note that community engagement on the 
importance of multiple perspectives for development is needed 
moving forward. Diversifying the economy will be key. It will not 
be one industry that replaces coal. 

Coal Mining tools from Byesville 
Memorial Statue

Photo by: Gwynn Stewart

Proud, Yet Change Averse: Interviews with key community and industry leaders and workers 
showed that the Noble County residents identify as hardworking, proud Americans yet they also can 
ÂÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÁÖÅÒÓÅȢ )Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ Á ÐÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȰÄÉÓÂÅÌÉÅÆȱ ÆÏÒ ÍÁÎÙ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÍÉÎÅÎÔ ÃÏÁÌ 
mine closures were really going to transpire. However, it was noted that the same disbelief was also 
the case with Noble plant closures in other industries. Interview comments include:

Ȱ) ÔÈÉÎË ÏÕÒ ÃÏÁÌ ÍÉÎÅÒÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙ ɀit's a sense of pride for those that worked in the industry. People who 
×ÏÒËÅÄ ÁÔ #ÅÎÔÒÁÌ /ÈÉÏ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ Ȭ-ÕÓËÉÅ "ÕÃËÅÔȟȭ ÔÈÁÔ΄Ó Á ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÐÒÉÄÅȢȱ

ȰYou know, for many [coal mining] had been the only thing that they have done their entire career, as 
×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓȢȱ

Ȱ4ÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÈÅÒÅ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÓ ÍÏÓÔÌÙ ÂÅÅÎ ÓÔÒÉÐ ÍÉÎÉÎÇȢ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÉÔ΄Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȟ ×Å ÎÅÖÅÒ 
really had the [manufacturing] plants here. So that lends itself to, you know, if somebody worked at 
Central Ohio. They were paid good wages and those at B&N Coal, they, they also were paid good wages. 



ÅȰɍ)Î φττύȟɎ 7Å ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ /5 ɍ/ÈÉÏ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙɎ ÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ .ÏÂÌÅ %ÎÄÅÁÖÏÒÓȢȱ 
(Note: This was a planning effort that resulted in a plan that was not ever fully implemented due to

noble.osu.edu
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Challenges of Community Resilience 
& Economic Development Planning

Community resilience proved challenging when economic development policies have 
historically been reactionary after the fallout of plant closure instead of visionary in 
expectation of closure 

Former Mahle manufacturing plant
at I-77 exit 25 near Caldwell

Photo: OSU Extension CD

Lessons Learned

ÅKey leaders indicate that there traditionally 
has not been forward thinking, planning or 
any sense of strategic planning work 
historically in the county, unless or until, a 
major closure was eminent. 

ÅȰ7Å ÎÅÅÄ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÙ ÓÏ ×Å 
can get back to the age where families had 
ÓÏÌÉÄ ÉÎÃÏÍÅÓ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÈÏÍÅȢȱ

ÅȰWell, we've had one of our largest 
employers - the Mahle Facility close in 2009 
and we've not been able to bring anything 
ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÎȢȱ (Research 
Note: This comment was in a 2020 
interview, in 2021 a new oil/gas related 
company purchased the facility.)

lack of staffing and resources.) The next 
formal Strategic Planning effort was 
done by Ohio University again at the 
request of the Community Development 
program at Ohio State University 
Extension ɀNoble County. The 2019 
Strategic Plan notes strategies to 
diversify the economy through asset 
mapping current and building out 
additional critical infrastructure (water, 
sewer and broadband as well as 
healthcare services) and to define and 
grow with the regional oil and gas and 
ecotourism industries.

Central Ohio Coal Company Excavator
Photo: Michael Davis


