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Executive Summary 

Athens is best known as the home of the University of Georgia, whose founding in 1801 at the 
location of a trading post along the Oconee River became the impetus for organizing the town a few 
years later. While it is the smallest county in Georgia, Athens is quite diverse, with the university, a 
bustling downtown, small industry, productive agricultural lands and a thriving music scene. 

Today, as the pace of change in Athens is accelerating, community leaders hope that public art can be 
an integral piece of the puzzle that provides a sense of place in the community — contributing to 
broader efforts at beautification and allowing a new generation, and new genre, of artists to leave 
their mark on Athens.  

This master plan follows on a new and growing commitment by the Athens–Clarke County Unified 
Government (ACCUG) to invest in public art. The plan sets out a vision for public art in Athens, 
identifies key projects, outlines a work plan for the next five years and beyond, and concludes with 
policies and procedures that will help the Athens Cultural Affairs Commission move projects forward. 

Plan Development 

Athens’ public art initiative dates back to 2010, when the Mayor and Commission adopted the 
recommendation of a special task force to dedicate one percent of capital expenditures to public art, 
and to appoint a volunteer Athens Cultural Affairs Commission (ACAC) to oversee public art and 
other cultural initiatives.1 That same year, voters approved the continuation of the Special Option 
Local Sales Tax (SPLOST) to fund 33 community projects, including a pool of funds to be allocated 
for public art.  

Since then, the ACAC has commissioned about a half dozen art projects, relying mostly on volunteers 
to shepherd projects through the development process, has launched a community grants program, 
and has managed the development of this public art master plan. Because of its workload, the ACAC 
has been expanded from nine to eleven members. 

The ACAC began organizing the public art master plan process in summer, 2014, outlining the 
following goals for the project: 

• Assess the city’s cultural assets and opportunities,  
• Engage stakeholders and the community at large, 
• Develop a long-range (twenty-year) plan for public art,  
• Recommend action steps for implementing the plan and estimate costs where appropriate, and  
• Deliver public outreach materials to communicate the values, vision and process of the final 

master plan.  
In January 2015, the ACAC issued an RFP for the project, ultimately contracting with Todd W. 
Bressi, Urban Design • Place Planning • Public Art to serve as the planning consultant. The planning 
process involved research, public and stakeholder engagement, extensive site visits throughout 
Athens and ongoing review of progress by an advisory committee.2  

  

                                                 
1 Chapter 1-25 of the Athens–Clarke County Municipal Code, “Athens Cultural Affairs Commission.” 
2 List steering committee members here. 
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Public Engagement 

Public engagement was very important to the ACAC and was at the heart of the planning process. 
There were several approaches — guest artist projects, stakeholder conversations, an advisory 
committee, public events and an Internet survey. 

• Bressi invited artists Seitu Jones, Matthew Mazzotta and Wing Young Huie to accompany him on 
visits to Athens in October, December and April. The role of the artists was engage the 
community using their own research methodologies, thereby connecting with a wide variety of 
people who wouldn’t ordinarily take part in a public art master plan, and demonstrating to Athens 
a variety of approaches to public art practice beyond traditional sculpture and murals.  

• The planning team conducted extensive interviews with public officials and community, civic and 
arts leaders, including faculty and administrators at the University of Georgia. The interviews 
provided detailed information about the arts, civic and government organizations in Athens.  

• The planning team conducted several stakeholder roundtables — two that were open to any artist 
who wanted to attend, one with downtown stakeholders, and one with people interested in making 
murals. These were opportunities for open-ended discussions the arts and creative life in Athens, 
as well as focused conversations that were useful in exploring recommendations for public art 
downtown and for murals throughout the community. 

• The ACAC convened a master plan advisory committee comprised of civic, community, arts and 
business leaders. The advisory committee contributed its observations about opportunities and 
needs for public art in Athens, and reviewed early versions of the vision statement, goals and 
recommendations that are incorporated into this plan. 

• The ACAC scheduled four public events during the course of the planning process, including 
lectures by guest artists and an open house. These events helped seed high expectations for public 
art, as evidenced by comments at the open house about when Athens would be able to develop the 
types of projects that the visiting artists talked about during their residencies.  

Survey 

The ACAC also invited public comment through a survey open to the public over the Internet and 
circulated printed copies of surveys at its public events. Some of the key findings3: 

• Athens’ character is defined by an intangible feel or aura that constitute the spirit of the city, in all 
of its facets. Many of the words used to describe Athens refer to its colorful, quirky and 
independent spirit. 

• Athens’ character as a creative place is prominent in people’s minds. People recognize three 
aspects of creative identity — visual art, food and music — as being equally important to Athens. 

• Two main hopes for public art were expressed: that it will help beautify or enhance the 
appearance of the city, and that it will help stimulate Athens’ creative and community life.  

• Respondents expressed an overwhelming desire for more murals. They recognized that downtown 
could be a testing ground for new ideas, but hoped there could be murals throughout Athens.  

• Respondents said they looked to Chattanooga, Greenville and Asheville as cities that might be 
emulated; Atlanta was mentioned in the context of Living Walls and the Belt Line. 

• Throughout the comments, there was a reinforcement of the idea that public art should provide 
opportunities for people in Athens to contribute to the community, make an impact, and connect. 

  

                                                 
3 A summary of the survey findings can be found in the appendix. 
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Key Recommendations 

Based on this research and public input, the master plan sets out a vision for how public art can 
impact Athens, goals for what public art can accomplish, and initiatives and projects that the ACAC 
should focus on in order to achieve these goals. 

Athens’ Vision for Public Art 

• Public art will be found throughout Athens–Clarke County, in both civic locations and 
unexpected places, conveying the sense of our creative, culturally diverse community. 

Goals for Public Art 

• Make Athens look like it feels — express Athens’ creative voice and beautify the city. 
• Connect people throughout Athens by engaging them in cutting-edge community-based projects. 
Program Directions and Projects 

• Continue to facilitate the inclusion of public art in capital projects developed by ACCUG. 
Complete projects in the current SPLOST program;  

Advocate for the continuation of the same funding policies as well as the inclusion of several specific 
public art projects in the next SPLOST cycle;  

Advocate for public art projects in the proposed T-SPLOST program; and 

Advocate for public art in downtown infrastructure built through other funding, such as any Tax 
Allocation District that might be created. 

• Catalyze artist- and community-led initiatives that bring new approaches to public art, engage 
people and connect various components of the Athens community. 

Expand the number of community grants, allow non-profit organizations to apply for grants, and 
establish an artist residency model. 

Submit applications to Our Town and Art Place to support special public art initiatives.  

• Facilitate and guide the creation of more artist-designed bus shelters and bike racks.  
Revive the popular artist-designed bus shelter initiative and add bike rack projects to the mix. 

Encourage shelters and bike racks along key corridors; encourage developers and businesses to 
contribute shelters and bike racks. 

• Facilitate and guide the creation of a downtown Art Walk and Cultural Trail.  
Athens’ Downtown Plan introduced the concept of an “art walk.” ACAC should facilitate a temporary 
sculpture exhibition downtown (Art Walk) and a series of permanent artworks related to the history 
and culture of Athens (Cultural Trail). These should involve a broad partnership with downtown 
business, tourism, art and history organizations. 

• Facilitate the creation of more murals in Athens.  
Athens residents, businesses and artists alike want more murals. ACAC should spur interest by 
creating a wall where it can present murals on a rotating basis, and developing tools that make it 
easier for murals to be commissioned privately or initiated by artists. 
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Managing the Public Art Program  

The plan recommends that the ACAC should build additional capacity and partnerships that will 
enable it to take on a wider range of projects that will reach a wider segment of the community. 

• ACCUG should expand the ACAC budget to provide for a full-time professional public art 
manager. This manager should be part of the community arts staff that is based at Lyndon House 
Arts Center. 

• The ACAC should collaborate with other organizations, such as Lyndon House and the Athens 
Area Arts Council, that can help expand its capacity. 

• The ACAC should create task forces, chaired by ACAC members but including stakeholders and 
other community members, to focus on the work of specific initiatives. 

• The ACAC should forge a working relationship with the Lamar Dodd School of Art, 
collaborating on a special fieldwork class that uses Athens as a laboratory for studying public and 
provides resources for bringing guest artists. 

Funding the Public Art Program 

The Athens Public Art Program is currently funded through three sources — SPLOST funds, 
ACCUG capital improvement program funds, and ACCUG operating funds. The plan recommends 
that in the future, the ACAC should also develop the following streams of public and private funding: 

• Seek funding from corridor enhancement funds approved by the Mayor and Commission to 
support projects related to corridor beautification, as well as federal grants that ACCUG recently 
applied for, to support bus shelters and bike racks. 

• Explore funding from proposed T-SPLOST program for transportation related public art, such as 
bike racks, bus shelters and corridor projects. 

• Continue current funding practices in SPLOST cycle that is expected to commence in 2021.  
• Propose additional public art projects (Cultural Trail, conservation) for inclusion in the next 

SPLOST cycle. 
• Continue funding from ACCUG operating budget, with incremental increases to the level that 

would support a full-time staff person within four years.  
• Seek sponsorships from businesses and developers for specific artworks – such as bus shelters, 

bike racks, murals, an Art Walk and a Cultural Trail – near their properties.  
• Seek Our Town and ArtPlace funding for more ambitious projects. 

Next Steps: A Five Year Plan 

The next five years will be especially critical for the Athens Public Art Program because of funding 
opportunities that are available now and additional funding opportunities that will take shape by the 
year 2020. A key threshold is the expected launching of a new cycle of SPLOST projects in 2021. 
The master plan outlines an aggressive, prioritized five-year work plan (attached) that will enable the 
ACAC to take advantage of these opportunities. It prioritizes projects by identifying:  

• Core activities that are central to the ACACs mission and continue current activities,  
• Critical path activities that will help ACAC advantage of funding opportunities, and  
• Discretionary activities that can be undertaken when the ACAC has capacity.  
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Vision, Mission, Goals 

The following vision, mission and goals are derived from the ACAC guidelines and revised to reflect 
the findings of the planning process and recommendations from the master plan advisory committee. 
They should be incorporated into the ACAC guidelines. 

Vision 

Public art will be found throughout Athens–Clarke County, in both civic locations and unexpected 
places, conveying the sense of our creative, culturally diverse community. 

ACAC Mission 

The role of the Athens Cultural Affairs Commission is to: 

• Make recommendations to the Mayor and Commission on development and promotion of 
practices and policies pertaining to arts and culture, 

• Foster the development and enjoyment of performing, visual, musical, literary arts and other 
cultural activities in the Athens-Clarke County community, and 

• Expand public awareness, understanding and enjoyment of arts and culture in everyday life 
In regard to public art, the role of the Athens Cultural Affairs Commission is to: 

• Commission high-quality, impactful art throughout Athens–Clarke County, 
• Support artists, arts organizations and others who wish to create art in public spaces, and 
• Maintain an inventory of public art in Athens–Clarke County and collaborate with ACCUG on 

developing maintenance and conservation strategies 

Goals for Public Art in Athens–Clarke County 

Public art in Athens–Clarke County should: 

• Enhance the aesthetic quality of public places, 
• Contribute to and enhance community identity and pride, 
• Encourage connections between various communities in Athens–Clarke County,  
• Contribute to the overall planning and urban design of the community and its infrastructure, and 
• Stimulate the vitality and economy of Athens–Clarke County 

Goals for the Athens–Clarke County Public Art Program 

As it develops public art projects, the public art program should: 

• Encourage a broader base of public participation and interaction with public art, 
• Explore new concepts in public art, create new works, reach new audiences, 
• Include the work of a broad range of artists, and 
• Stimulate the creation of a healthy and diverse public art ecosystem. 
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Next Steps: A Five Year Plan 

This work plan provides a year-by-year series of steps that the ACAC can take to implement the 
recommendations of this plan. The steps are broken into several categories: 

• Core activities, or the continuation of ACAC management of SPLOST projects and grants 
programs, 

• Critical path activities, or steps related to positioning the ACAC to take advantage of new 
funding opportunities, to apply for funding from grant opportunities (Our Town and ArtPlace) 
and to request increased public art funding in the next SPLOST cycle, 

• Staff capacity, or steps related to building the professional and support capacity that ACAC can 
draw on, and 

• Discretionary activities, or additional projects that can be taken on when ACAC determines that 
it has the capacity. 

This work plan recommends an aggressive approach to implementing projects as the best approach to 
taking advantage of the following current and upcoming funding opportunities:   

• The Mayor and Commissioners are currently identifying opportunities for enhancement projects 
along major transportation corridors, using special funding dedicated for the purpose, and are 
interested in including public art. 

• The current SPLOST will conclude in 2020 and the program for the next SPLOST is being 
developed over the next few years, setting the stage for a decade’s worth of new capital projects. 

• The Our Town program, which could be a major source of funding for Athens, may change when 
there are new leadership and new priorities at the National Endowment for the Arts after the 
upcoming federal elections.  

• The ArtPlace program, which could be a major source of funding for Athens, will phase out in 
four years.  

This work plan should be reviewed on an annual basis, in light of current information at the time. For 
example, the schedule for SPLOST projects could accelerate or be delayed for factors beyond the 
control of the ACAC. Priority should be given to the following projects, in this order: 

• Completing SPLOST-funded projects 
• Continuing grant projects 
• Advancing projects using other ACCUG funding 
• Activities related to advocating for public art funding in the next SPLOST cycle 
• Advancing projects using external funding 
In Fiscal Year 2020, when the outlines of the next SPLOST cycle are complete, the ACAC should 
develop a new work plan that covers the time frame of the next SPLOST cycle.  
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FY17 (July 1, 2016 through June 30, 2017) 

Core Activities 

• SPLOST #16, World  of Wonder Park (complete) 
• SPLOST #21, Public Art Master Plan (complete) 
• SPLOST #8, Rails to Trails Network (initiate) 
• SPLOST #9, Greenway Extension (initiate) 
• SPLOST #3, Fire Station 2 (user group meeting) 
• SPLOST #10, Cooperative Extension Service Center (user group meeting) 
• Convene a task force for FY18 grants, with the goal of expanding grant eligibility to community-

based non-profit organizations, expanding to three grants, and making at least one grant for a 
residency model.  

Critical Path Activities 

• Plan, prepare and submit application to NEA Our Town for FY 18 funding (Morton Theatre 
mural) 

• Convene a Bus Shelter Task Force to consider implementation of corridor-funded and SPLOST-
funded projects 

• Develop scope of work for a conservation report and seek FY18 operating funds for conservation 
report 

• Explore use of Bicycle Transportation Improvements (SPLOST #06) for new bike racks 
• Explore use of Transit Vehicles and Bus Stop Improvements Program (SPLOST #07) for new bus 

shelters 
• Explore use of Costa Building (SPLOST #32) for Cultural Trail interpretive project 

Staff Capacity 

• Seek FY18 annual funding for ¾ time public art program manager  
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FY18 (July 1, 2017 through June 30, 2018) 

Core Activities 

• SPLOST #8, Rails to Trails Network (complete) 
• SPLOST #9, Greenway Extension (complete) 
• SPLOST #14, Sandy Creek Park (user group meeting) 
• Make three grants, at least one using a residency model 
• Commission two bus shelters with SPLOST / corridor funds 

New Activities / Critical Path 

• Implement Our Town project 
• Make an ArtPlace application for FY19 funding 
• Commission conservation report, develop plan, develop recommendations for funding in next 

SPLOST cycle 
• Convene a Cultural Trail Task Force, develop plan,  develop recommendations for funding in 

next SPLOST cycle 
• Convene a Bike Rack Task Force to consider implementation of corridor-funded and SPLOST-

funded projects 

Staff Capacity 

• Hire full time public art program manager, with a combination of ACCUG and Our Town funds 
• Create public art internship opportunities 
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FY19 (July 1, 2018 through June 30, 2019) 

Core Activities 

• Complete unfinished SPLOST projects 
• Commission two bus shelters with SPLOST / corridor funds 
• Commission two bike racks with SPLOST / corridor funds 
• Make three grants, at least one using a residency model 

New Activities / Critical Path 

• Complete Our Town project 
• Launch ArtPlace project 
• Make conservation recommendations for funding in next SPLOST cycle 
• Make Cultural Trail recommendations for funding in next SPLOST cycle 
• Make general public art recommendations for funding in next SPLOST cycle 

Staff Capacity 

• Continue full time public art program manager | 
• Continue public art internship opportunities 

 
 

FY20 (July 1, 2019 through June 30, 2020) 

Core Activities 

• Complete unfinished SPLOST projects 
• Develop work plan for next cycle of SPLOST projects 
• Commission two bus shelters with SPLOST / corridor funds 
• Commission two bike racks with SPLOST / corridor funds 
• Make three grants, at least one using a residency model 

New Activities / Critical Path 

• Complete ArtPlace project 

Staff Capacity 

• Continue full time public art program manager 
• Continue public art internship 
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FY21 (July 1, 2020 through June 30, 2021) 

Core Activities 

• Begin implementing projects from new SPLOST cycle 
• Continue annual grant program, increasing scope to least four per year 
• Commission two bus shelters 
• Continue Art Walk program, every other year 
• Continue Cultural Trail program, one per year 
• Continue annual ACCUG funding for full-time staff person, develop sponsored funding for part-

time staff person 
• Seek external grants for major projects 

Staff Capacity 

• Continue annual ACCUG funding for full-time public art program manager 
• Develop sponsored funding for part-time public art program coordinator 
• Continue public art internship 

 

Projects that Can be Developed When Capacity is Available 

The following projects should be initiated by ACAC when it has the capacity to do so:  

• Convene an Art Walk Task Force and implement Art Walk exhibitions  
• Outreach to UGA about Public Art in Athens class and service learning projects 
• Implement recommendations related to encouraging murals in Athens 
• Implement recommendations related to encouraging developers to include public art in their 

projects 
• Research additional major funding sources 
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