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The Ohio Department of Transportation 
has taken the next step toward clos-
ing the intersection of Johnson Road 

and U.S. Route 33 — despite the continuing 
protests of local residents and officials and 
potential problems with the traffic study used 
to justify the project.

Although the project still has no construc-
tion schedule or timetable, ODOT awarded a 
contract for $206,996 to Shelly & Sands on July 
22, according to ODOT District 10 spokesper-
son Ashley Rittenhouse. Shelly & Sands will 
remove the median pavement and left-turn 
lanes from both eastbound and westbound Rt. 
33, as well as create a turnaround on Johnson 
Road where traffic currently enters and exits 
the highway. Drivers would still be able to turn 
right from westbound Rt. 33 onto Athens Twp. 
Rd. 251, River Road, and from River Road 
onto westbound Rt. 33.

ODOT announced in June that the project 
would advance as previously proposed, citing 
a number of dangerous crashes at the intersec-
tion. The state agency has sought to close the 
intersection for years: Athens NEWS online 
articles on the proposed closure go back to 2013, 
and ODOT’s video presentation on the project 
suggests the agency has been monitoring the area 
since 1997.

The closure has been pushed off in large part 
by local opposition — most recently, during a 
March public hearing attended largely by commu-
nity and business leaders (including Mark Cohen 
from The NEWS’ parent company, Adams Pub-
lishing Group). More than 140 people have com-
mented on the project’s ODOT website; currently, 
comments are nearly 2.5:1 against the project.

Athens County Commissioner Chris Chmiel 
expressed frustration at the project.

“Well, it doesn’t really seem like anybody’s 
really for it,” said Athens County Commissioner 
Chris Chmiel. “It doesn’t seem like they’re listen-
ing to anybody.”

Ohio Rep. Jay Edwards, R-Nelsonville, had 
strong words for the project, saying in a text he 

was “100 percent” opposed to the closure, and said 
he sees widespread opposition from local leaders.

“It seems like most of the project’s support-
ers work at ODOT’s headquarters in Columbus,” 
Edwards said. “The goal should be to work with the 
community to improve our roads and improve pub-
lic safety, not simply shift the problem to The Plains, 
which is what this proposed ‘solution’ does.”

The most often-voiced concern is that clos-
ing the Johnson Road intersection will greatly 
increase traffic through The Plains on Rt. 682 
and on side streets. In ODOT’s proposed new 
traffic flow, drivers who currently access Rt. 33 
eastbound by turning right from Johnson Road 
would instead follow state Route 682 northward 
through The Plains to use the Rt. 33 eastbound 
entrance ramp from Rt. 682. Those who currently 
turn left from westbound Rt. 33 onto Johnson 
Road would use the Rt. 682 exit, turning left onto 

southbound Rt. 682.
A traffic study conducted 

in March 2020 projected 
there would not be a “signifi-
cant increase” in traffic with 
the Johnson Road closure, 
according to spokesperson 
Rittenhouse. She said the 
study was completed before 
the pandemic and while 
school was in session.

ODOT has repeatedly 
told commenters that the 
changed traffic flow will not 
be a concern: A standard 
response to public com-
ments reads, “We took traf-
fic counts while school was 
in session. We analyzed the 
exiting conditions, moved 
traffic around, and analyzed 
the proposed condition. 
Once we had both we were 
able to compare them and 
we found no major issues.”

Athens City School Dis-
trict Superintendent Tom 
Gibbs did not share that 
sentiment. The closure “will 
significantly increase traffic 

on 682,” he said.
“In the absence of significant investment in 

SR 682 prior to closing of the Johnson Road 
intersection, there would be significant safety 
concerns on a route that is already very traffic 
heavy at various times during the day,” Gibbs said 
in a letter to a parent who was concerned about 
the closure.

Gibbs said ACSD will keep an eye on traf-
fic patterns after the closure to see whether the 
school needs to take traffic mitigation measures.

The Athens NEWS obtained a copy of the 
study report, which shows that the predicted 
peak traffic volume on Rt. 682 in the afternoon 
could increase from 522 vehicles to 729 vehicles 
— an increase of almost 40%.
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