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Noble

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 
to the center of oil production in the state at the time. Presently, it sits comfortably within Ohio’s Utica 
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 
continue to play significant roles in Noble County’s 
history and economy, the impact of the coal 
industry’s sharp rise and ongoing fall continues to 
shape the region’s vision for the future. For this 
project, which is rooted to an exploration of the 
region’s transition away from coal, we largely 
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 
from the 1960’s to the 1980’s. However, production 
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 
B&N Coal Co’s operations at the Whigville Mine, Noble County is still a prominent source of Ohio’s 
remaining coal production, as the state’s 3rd highest coal producing county. 

Conflict between 
anticipating change 
and the desire for 
things to ‘stay the 

same’ causes problems 
for intergenerational 

succession

The “Digital Divide” 
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

• Noble County is located in the heart of southeastern 
Ohio, within Ohio’s Appalachian region.  

• The county is bisected by north-south Interstate 77. 
• One-half hour north of the county is east-west 

Interstate 70, one of the nation's busiest interstates. 
• The 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

• Land in farms (acres) = 86,117
• Number of farms = 595
• Average size (acres) = 145
• Top 5 Crops & Livestock Acreage:

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

595 
Farms

• Noble population in 2020 was estimated at 
14,462 – a decline of 2.74% from 2018

• 2,250 residents in the Census are noted as 
being housed in the Noble Correctional 
Institution (a state facility)

Feb. 2022 Unemployment = 6.3%

• Stage 0 (Self-employed) = 74

• Stage 1 (2-9 employees) = 270

• Stage 2 (10-99 employees) = 89

• Stage 3 (100-499 employees) = 4

• Dec. 2021 Unemployment = 5.4%

Larger Noble Employers: 

• Noble Correctional Institution

• Magnum Magnetics

• Novolex

• Summit Acres Nursing Facility & Assisted 
Living

• Noble Local & Caldwell Schools

• County Government

Top Industries:

• Government

• Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing 
& Hunting

• Health care and Social Assistance

• Retail Trade

• Manufacturing

• Mining, Quarrying and Oil & Gas Extraction

437 
Businesses

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

• 23.2% of minors were in poverty

• Medium HH income = $48,792

• Per Capita Income = $27,211

• 17.4% 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

• Life expectancy is more than 
81 years 

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

• 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

• Noble County still maintains current surface coal mining 
production at B&N Coal company’s Whigville mine. 
Production began on the most recent coal seam in 2017. 
B&N Coal has its headquarters in Dexter City, Ohio. 

• Reclamation of mine land is the restoration process 
required by Ohio law, which is one of nation’s strictest. 
Companies must have a plan for how topsoil, water 
conditions, vegetation, wildlife and other resources will 
be protected. (Crowell, 2014). 

• Natural Gas prices provide the most important factor in 
declining coal demand in the electric power sector and 
federal environmental regulations have also increased 
the cost of burning coal. Since 1970, Ohio’s annual coal 
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

• Coal 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). 

• Surface mining involves removing layers of soil and rock (called overburden) 
above the coal seam and extracting the coal. This method is used where coal 
seams lie close to Earth’s surface. (Crowell, 2014)

• Behind Belmont, Harrison, Jefferson, Perry, Athens, Tuscarawas, Guernsey, 
Meigs, and Muskingum, Noble County is in the state’s top 10 list of highest 
coal producing counties.

• “Increase in Ohio’s coal production is due primarily to larger, more efficient 
surface-mining equipment such as the “Big Muskie” dragline.” (Crowell, 2005). 

• AEP’s Central Ohio Coal Company operated in Noble County and the greater region as a surface mining 
operation until 1991. They were the home of the “Big Muskie.” The company employed nearly 1,000 
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

“Appalachia has been struggling with the transition from coal for more than 70 years. 

One lesson to emerge is there’s no one-size-fits-all answer for coal communities.”
(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

“[The Wilds] They support jobs in an area where 
economic development has been adversely 
affected after the fall of the coal industry,” said Dr. 
Gilbert Michaud, assistant professor of practice 
at Ohio University who conducted the study. 
Almost $6 million in wages are paid to workers 
as a result of The Wilds’ activity. The core group 
of employees come from a seven-county region, 
including Coshocton, Guernsey, Licking, Morgan, 
Muskingum, Noble and Perry Counties. 
(Michaud and Wilson, 2019). 

Legacy Issues Continued…

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 

extensive loss of acreage on the counties’ tax 
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:

Conflict between anticipating change and the desire for things to ‘stay the same’ 
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 
in the coal mine versus go to college.”

“We're not good at changing things up and going a different 
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 
coming.”

“So, it affects your whole regional economy, you know, all of a 
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 
know that you can really fully prepare a community for that.”

“I think you have to find a way to make it real for them because I, I 
just feel like they were in denial.”

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 
be change averse. In addition, there was a prevalence of “disbelief” for many years that eminent coal 
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:

“I think our coal miners identify – it's a sense of pride for those that worked in the industry. People who 
worked at Central Ohio around the ‘Muskie Bucket,’ that's a sense of pride.”

“You know, for many [coal mining] had been the only thing that they have done their entire career, as 
well as their families.”

“The history here really has mostly been strip mining. You know, it's that extraction economy, we never 
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. 



• “[In 2009,] We brought OU [Ohio University] in and they started something called Noble Endeavors.” 
(Note: This was a planning effort that resulted in a plan that was not ever fully implemented due to
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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

• Key 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. 

• “We need so much more in the county so we 
can get back to the age where families had 
solid incomes close to home.”

• “Well, we've had one of our largest 
employers - the Mahle Facility close in 2009 
and we've not been able to bring anything 
into that building since then.” (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 – Noble 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
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The “Digital Divide” Remains in Noble County

The “Digital Divide” continues to have an impact in Noble County and the need for 
better access to rural broadband remain

Purdue University, the 
2019 data for Noble 
County, puts its digital 
divide index (DDI) at 
93.862 (where 100 
indicates the highest 
digital divide). Efforts 
are underway to 
improve both broadband 
and infrastructure as 
well as increase digital 
literacy and technology 
adoption.
(BHRC & OSU, 2020)

Lessons Learned

Noble County Broadband Profile
Research indicates that 92 percent of households in 
Noble County cannot access reliable broadband at 
the benchmark tiers or higher. As a result, this gap 
or “digital divide” impacts all facets of residents’ 
lives, including the negative impact on small 
businesses ability to be competitive and viable as 
well as students attending schools and residing 
within the region, compared to their peers who 
likely have more readily available broadband 
access. The term “digital divide” denotes the 
difference in broadband access and use across 
society, especially in rural areas or in low-income 
households. According to

Source for Broadband Information:

60.95 miles of Open Middle Mile in Noble County

Open middle mile fiber lets competing providers lease capacity on 
an equal footing to bridge the gap between their central offices 
and local communities. Middle mile is needed not only to reach 
homes and businesses but also to support 5G mobile coverage. 
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Lessons Learned

Regional Oil & Gas Still Crucial 
for Economic Development

Regional Oil & Gas remains an important part of core economic development strategy 
when alternative options fail to materialize

[Just miles from the Noble County line to the 
northwest is] “what is going to be the largest in the 
state of Ohio, a natural gas powered electric producing 
plant. The cleanest way to make electricity. It’s three 
miles from the edge of [Noble], and four miles from the 
edge of what used to the AEP. Nobody would have ever 
thought 40 years ago of making electricity with natural 
gas. Nobody would have ever considered it. Why would 
you, why would you spend six or three and a half billion 
dollars to build a plant to make electricity with natural 
gas? We got all this coal; it's just sitting there. We just 
take the coal out we put the dirt back on and you have 
your field again.”

Thora McKee Well Site
Photo by: Calvin Chester

Noble County

• Oil was first discovered in Ohio in 1814 in Noble 
County when settlers were digging for salt. The 
Thorla McKee well is on the National Historic 
Register.  

• Located in the Marcellus and Utica Shale Play, Noble 
County is home to a variety of oil and gas producers, 
both traditional and horizontal, as well as the MPLX 
Seneca energy gas processing facility and Trinity 
Energy Systems, which provides brine waste 
management services. 

If Ohio, PA & WV were 
their own country, it 
would rank 3rd in the 
world in natural gas 

production!
(JobsOhio 2020).

• The Appalachian Shale play, the nation’s largest natural gas reserve, and its widespread use of 
horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing has led to dramatic increases in natural gas production –
to the point that the US is now a net exporter of natural gas. (ARC Coal Overview 2020). In fact, it is 
said that it is set to produce 45% of the nation’s natural gas by 2050. (JobsOhio 2020).

• In 2020, Noble County was #7 in Ohio for overall oil and gas production. It was also #7 in Ohio Gas 
production and #9 in the state for total oil production. (https://www.shalexp.com/ohio/noble-
county)
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Post-Coal Possibilities

Potential for 
Brownfield Solar 

The continued transition away 
from fossil fuels to renewable 

energy is a current trend in the 
U.S. and Midwest. In coal-

impacted areas, especially those 
that have been surfaced mined, 

“brownfield” solar development 
may be an option. Estimates are 

that there are 450,000 
brownfields in the nation on 15 

million acres of land 
(www.epa.gov/brownfields)

The reclaimed “brownfield” area is being developed by Recreation Solar LLC, a wholly owned 
subsidiary of BQ Energy LLC. The 49.5MW solar power generation project in Noble County will be 
located on a reclaimed strip mine and has a land lease for up to 30 years. According to Recreation 
Solar, all of the Project’s power will be delivered into the AEP South Cumberland substation. The 
Project is proceeding through the PJM interconnection process as well as the local permitting 
process. Construction is expected to begin in early 2023 and reach its commercial operation date 
before year-end. Roughly 200 jobs will be generated during construction, and about 15 full-time jobs 
during operations. The Project is expected to add about $350,000 per year into the local tax base
(Recreation Solar, 2022). The solar tax base boost is welcomed by the county, township and levied 
services in the loss of base from the sale of land to ODNR in 2021.

A brownfield redevelopment effort in the Noble County coal-
impact region was attempted through a variety of studies 
conducted in 2019 (study area shown at left, now owned by 
ODNR). The Constraints to Development Summary resulted in  
wide-ranging estimates for the 140-acre site including issues 
related to lack of access of basic utilities (water, sewer, gas and 
power) and included huge geotechnical investments for deep 
foundations or other structural support needed for developed 
structures using deep dynamic compaction techniques.

However, part of the former American Electric Power (AEP) 
ReCreation Land was maintained by AEP for a future solar project.

Site plans for studies for a potential industrial park on a 140-acres former 
AEP brownfield site in in Noble County’s Brookfield Township. Basic 

remediation and site readiness needs were estimated at $26.5-$53.5 million.

Coal = 

10,600MW

Solar = 

112 MW

As of 2020: Energy News 

Network - energynews.us

Ohio
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Post-Coal Possibilities

Appalachian Region

• Public lands are the foundation for Appalachian 
tourism. Travel generates about $60 billion in 
direct sales across the Appalachian region and 
employs about 577,000. (Ezzell, T. et. al., March 
2020) 

• If Outdoor recreation is the basis for much of 
Appalachia’s tourism, then public lands are the 
foundation of outdoor recreation and the 
bedrock of the region’s travel industry. Public 
lands include national parks and forests; state

Appalachia in Autumn

Photo by: Tim Lumbatis

Graphic courtesy Outdoor Business 

Alliance Network Report, (2021). 

• “The Ohio Department of Natural Resources spends 
around $244 per acre of public land per year to manage 
public lands, suggesting that the benefits of recreation on 
public forests alone outweigh the expenditure by 
government agencies to manage those lands.” (Gioglio, R. 
and all 2019)

• Southeast Ohio is also home to Wayne National Forest, 
with is 64,000 acres. 

Appalachian Ohio

• Visitors to the Appalachian Region generated business 
sales of $5.3 billion, directly and indirectly, in 2015 (up 
3.5% from 2014).  (Tourism Economics, 2019). 

Outdoor recreation is a large 

contributor to GDP

parks and forests; local and municipal parks; rivers and shorelines; publicly owned lakes and 
shorelines; and wildlife management areas. (Ezzell, T. and all, March 2020) 

Ohio

• An Ohio State University study estimates that there are 171 million outdoor recreational trips in Ohio, 
and that these trips are worth $3.6 billion per year to the people who take them. It also estimates that 
in the course of taking these trips, outdoor recreationalists spend $5.9 billion per year in Ohio’s 
economy, which amounts to about $34 per trip.

• The contribution of this expenditure to Ohio’s overall economic activity is estimated to be $8.1 billion 
per year, which amounts to 1.3% of Ohio’s economy. The outdoor recreational sector is estimated to 
employ 132,790 workers in Ohio, or 1.9% of Ohio’s workforce. (Gioglio, R. and all 2019)

Potential for Expanded 
Regional Ecotourism
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Post-Coal Possibilities

Potential for Expanded Regional Ecotourism (Continued…)

Noble County

Ribbon Cutting at Grand Opening of Downtown Caldwell Coffee Shop
Photo by: Gwynn Stewart

• Expanding the community’s support of entrepreneurs, especially those related to serving guests 
from Exit 25 on Interstate I-77 or those taking advantage of the hunting and fishing opportunities in 
Noble County will be key. 

• “We’ve got fourth largest lake in the state of Ohio, Seneca Lake, up in the northern edge of the county 
with 800,000 visitors a year. How do I capitalize on that service industry? We fix boats. We fix 
motors. [Provide a] place to eat. Bathing suits, camp firewood? That's something we should be 
looking at – how can we service them better and make that experience better.”

• Public lands in and around Noble County include Wolf Run State Parks and the nearby Jesse Owens 
State Park (Morgan Co.); Caldwell’s municipal park; The Ohio River (25 miles to the east and south), 
the Muskingum River (to the West) and Seneca Lake.

• Reclaimed lands are privately held recreation areas that include reclaimed former mine sites (ARC 
2020). The former American Electric Power (AEP) ReCreation Land is a 58,000-acre destination with 
camping sites, hiking and bike trails and hunting and fishing areas now owned by the Ohio 
Department of Natural Resources. 

• Located at Exit 25 on Interstate I-77, Noble’s county seat of Caldwell is uniquely positioned for 
interstate and RV travelers. RV tourism is a small but lucrative tourism market. (Gioglio, R. and all 
2019)“We need exits to be ‘welcoming points for people getting off the interstate.”

• The Caldwell Mayor is interested in improving 
the quality of life for community residents and in 
making it a place guests want to visit. 

• “People like to visit places where people want to 
live. If you want to create a destination for 
visitors, start by building activities and amenities 
for your residents.” (Gioglio, R. and all 2019)

• Enhancing tourist-friendly signage at Exit 25 to 
guide guests to downtown Caldwell is another 
one of the Mayor’s goals, as well as installing EV 
charging stations and also establishing a Main 
Street nonprofit for community events and 
preservation. 



A research and arts project that blends social 

science, fine arts photography, library and 

archival research, theatre, and Extension to 

tell the stories and animate community-
centered discussion around coal transition

For the study, in order to understand the 

political, socio-cultural, psychological, and 

traumatic impacts of coal facility closures 

amidst multifaceted processes around the 

transition away from coal, the focus narrowed 

in on three case study communities in 

southeastern Ohio along the Northern 

Appalachian foothills: Caldwell (Noble 

County), Shadyside (Belmont County) and 

Conesville (Coshocton County).

Ohio Coal Transitions: 
Pathways for Community Resilience

Research Team

• Jeffrey B. Jacquet, PhD | Associate Professor School of Environment and Natural Resources,                     
The OSU Sustainability Institute
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The OSU Sustainability Institute, and the OSU John Glenn College of Public Affairs

• Thomas Dugdale, MFA | Assistant Professor Department of Theatre, Film & Media Arts

• Mandy Fox, MFA | Associate Professor Department of Theatre, Film & Media Arts

• Katie Finneran, MS | Graduate Student, School of Environment & Natural Resources

• Elena Musser | Honors Student, School of Environment & Natural Resources

• Brian Capobianco, MA | Graduate Student, School of Environment & Natural Resources

• William Sharp | Research Photographer, Curator, Archivist, School of Environment & Natural Resources

On a Site visit in Noble County, from left: Max 
Woodworth; Katie Finneran; William Sharp (in mirror); 

Gwynn Stewart: Jeffrey Jacquet and Jeffrey Bielicki.
Photo by William Sharp.

OSU Office of Responsible Research Practices Study
2020E1066.
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