MECKLENBURG COUNTY

DID YOU KNOW?
You can do your part to keep creeks from getting polluted. Here’s how:


Don’t throw trash on the ground. Rainwater may pick it up and carry it to a creek.



Garbage—particularly motor oil, cooking oils and pesticides—should be thrown away properly and not poured down drains
in the house or down storm drains in the street.



Reduce how much runoff leaves your property. Plant trees, use rain barrels to collect rainwater from the roof, limit the use
of pavement, and limit the use of pipes to send rainwater into storm drains.



Wash cars either at a car wash where the water is filtered, or in a spot where the water will drain onto the ground instead of
into storm drains, which go to creeks.



Keep dogs away from delicate creek areas, because they may scare away or hurt the wildlife or its habitat. And scoop the
poop, because pet waste can pollute the creeks.



Bag leaves and grass clippings for recycling, or compost
them. Don’t let them clog storm drains.

Other creek facts:


Unlike some older cities, Charlotte does not combine its
storm drain pipes which carry rain with its sanitary sewer
system pipes. In those older cities a heavy rain can make
water in the sewers back up into houses. (Yuck.)



A nationwide survey of small streams in 2004-05 found 42
percent of the stream miles were in poor biological
condition and 28 percent in good condition. In the Eastern
region that includes Charlotte, only 18 percent of the
stream miles were in good biological condition, and 52
percent were in poor condition.



Nature uses floodplains to deal with heavy rains.

LEARN MORE
Visit KeepingWatch.org and click on “Explore Creeks” for
stories, videos, maps and other information about Mecklenburg County’s creeks.

CREEKS
When it rains onto driveways, sidewalks or
parking lots, where does the rainwater go?
We all know water runs downhill. And in
Charlotte, that rainwater will probably
flow downhill into one of Mecklenburg
County’s 3,000 miles of creeks. Some of
those creeks are large and recognizable,
like Little Sugar Creek in Freedom Park,
and Irwin Creek in Revolution Park. But
smaller creeks are all around us in Charlotte. Many people don’t even notice
them, or else they think they are ditches.
About 2,000 miles of creeks here are
what are called intermittent (seasonal)
or ephemeral (rain-dependent) streams,
which means they don’t have water in
them year-round. But they are still important to the ecosystem. What happens in the little creeks affects water in
the larger creeks and in the rivers the
creeks flow into.
In Mecklenburg County, the water that
flows down driveways or streets into
creeks eventually flows into one of two
rivers. In eastern Mecklenburg County it
flows into the Pee Dee River. In the rest
of the county it flows into the Catawba
River. Both rivers eventually flow into
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the Atlantic
Ocean in South
Carolina. In
Mecklenburg
County a ridgeline separates the two river watersheds. You don’t usually notice
it, but many important streets are on
ridgelines between creeksheds or between river watersheds. For example,
Main Street in the town of Davidson
runs along the ridge that divides the
Catawba River watershed and the Yadkin-Pee Dee watershed.
Charlotte has 81 creeks with separate
names. If you include names like
“Tributary of,” there are 126 named
creeks. Many of the names give clues to
the past. Some creek names recall people who lived nearby many years ago,
like Polk Ditch or Irwin Creek. Six creeks
are named for animals: Beaverdam,
Duck, Gar, Goose and Mallard creeks
and Swan Run. Another six have names
starting in “Mc” – McAlpine,
McCullough, McDowell, McIntyre,
McKee and McMullen. Those names

reflect local history,
since many early
white settlers in this
area were Scots-Irish.
Paw Creek is not named for
an animal’s paw but for the
pawpaw trees that grew along its
banks. Sugar Creek and Little Sugar
Creek take their name from the Sugaree,
a tribe of Native Americans who lived in
the area before the Revolutionary War.
The word “Sugaree” means “people of
the river of water which is unfit to
drink.”
Because most Charlotte creeks are
small, it’s easy to assume they aren’t
important. But they are. They shaped
where the city’s streets run, even today.
They gave early white settlers a way to
make money, by powering sawmills and
grain mills. The creeks and the springs
that fed the creeks gave people and
their farm animals drinking water. The
oldest house standing in Charlotte, the
Hezekiah Alexander House, was built
next to a spring near Briar Creek. The
original stone walls around the spring
still channel the cool, clear spring water
the way it did in the 1770s.
Today, people in Charlotte get drinking

water from two lakes formed by dams on the Catawba River: Mountain Island Lake and Lake Norman. Local creeks flow into those
lakes, so if the creeks carry polluted water, then pollution flows into the lakes. McDowell Creek flows into Mountain Island Lake
near the city’s water intake, and McDowell Creek has problems with pollution, mostly from muddy sediment but also from runoff
from parking lots and streets.

How to prevent water pollution:
1. Use environmentally friendly household products, such as

How can you tell if a creek is polluted? Sometimes you can see the sediment or smell a sewage leak. But other things that hurt water quality can be found only by testing. When scientists test the quality of surface waters like creeks they look for many different
things:

2. Apply natural pesticides and fertilizers. Natural fertilizers

1. Water temperature: Just like humans, aquatic life can’t live
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if it is too hot or too cold. Typically aquatic life have an optimal temperature and a maximum temperature. Even one or
two weeks in water that is too hot can kill aquatic life.
pH: The pH measures how acidic a substance is. The pH
ranges from 0 to 14 with less than 7 considered “acidic” and
more than 7 considered “basic.” Water that is too acidic or
too basic will hurt the wildlife living in it. Surface water
should have a pH between 6 and 9.
Dissolved oxygen: Fish don’t breathe oxygen in the air like
humans do, but they do need dissolved oxygen to breathe.
Dissolved oxygen comes from air on the surface of the water
and from plants.
Turbidity: This measures the amount of particles in the water. Things like clay, microscopic organisms, plankton and
silt cause the water to appear cloudy. Turbidity usually increases after rain because more particles from the sur-
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rounding land are washed into the river.
Suspended sediment: The amount of soil in the water moving along a creek. The speed of the water affects the
amount of sediment, because fast-flowing water
picks up and suspends more soil than calm water. Too much sediment in the water will suffocate the aquatic life.
Presence of tiny insects: Scientists look for
tiny insects that can’t live in polluted water.
Those are called indicator species because if
they’re found, that indicates the water is
clean enough to support them. Three important macroinvertebrates scientists
look for are the larvae of mayflies
(Ephemeroptera), stoneflies
(Plecoptera) and caddisflies
(Trichoptera).

biodegradable soap and all-natural toiletries. Try to avoid
using bleach, and instead use vinegar.
include wood ash, grass clippings and animal manure. Make
sure fertilizers aren’t applied right before it rains, so they
aren’t washed directly into the creeks.

3. Don’t litter. Put trash into a trash can and recycle papers,
plastic and cans.

4. Dispose of toxic products with care.
5. Don’t flush any medications down the toilet or put into a
sink drain.

6. Avoid using the toilet as wastebasket.
7. Avoid using the garbage disposal. Keep solid waste solid and
throw it in the trash, or compost food waste.

8. Run the dishwasher and clothes washer only when full.
9. Use minimum amount of soap and detergent.
10. Never put grease down the drain. It clogs sewers and
can cause overflows that send raw sewage into creeks.
Grease clogs are the top cause of Charlotte sewer spills.

Key vocabulary



The act’s goal is to restore and maintain the health of the
nation’s waters and wetlands..



It was one of the nation’s first environmental protection
laws and remains one of the most important.

Optimal – The best result possible.
Runoff – Rainfall that flows over the ground surface instead of being soaked into the ground.
Scots-Irish – Scots-Irish Americans are descendants of people who moved from Scotland to Northern Ireland starting in the 1600s.
But many did not stay long in Ireland. Starting in the 1700s many moved from Ireland to the British colonies in North America. Land
along the coast was expensive so they settled the hillier, less expensive lands inland, including Mecklenburg County. They tended to
be Presbyterian, which is why many of the oldest churches in the Charlotte area are Presbyterian. The 2000 census found that
North Carolina has the highest percentage of residents of Scots-Irish ancestry of any state, with South Carolina and Tennessee tied
for No. 2.

Watershed – The entire region that drains into a body of water, such as a river or lake.

Water pollution can lead to dangerous bacteria, disease,
and viruses.



Most water pollution comes from human activities.



Charlotte Water, the city utility department, treats water with chlorine to kill harmful bacteria.

General information




Sediment – Sand and dirt that settles in the bottom of lakes, rivers and streams.
Surface waters – Water on the surface of the Earth such as streams, rivers, lakes, and oceans. Surface water comes from rain and
other precipitation and from groundwater. Groundwater is below the Earth’s surface in soil and within rock formations.




The Clean Water Act sets standards for
wastewater from industries and city treatment
plants. Pollution from specific sources like those is
called “point-source pollution.” Pollution from many
different sources, such as runoff carrying fertilizers or
insecticides, is called “nonpoint-source pollution.”

Macroinvertebrates – Organisms that don’t have backbones and are visible to the eye without a microscope.
Maximum – The highest amount possible.

Water pollution

Clean Water Act of 1972

Ephemeral (rain-dependent) streams – These flow only after precipitation, and runoff from rainfall is
their primary water source. Like seasonal streams, they look unimportant but are critical to the health
of the whole river system.
Intermittent (seasonal) streams – These streams flow during certain times of the year, when smaller
upstream waters are flowing and when groundwater provides enough water. Rain or other precipitation supplements their flow. During dry periods, seasonal streams may not have flowing surface water.
Like ephemeral streams, they look unimportant but are critical to the health of the whole river system.

McDowell Creek water below a waste water treatment plant. Photo: Nancy Pierce.



Charlotte-Mecklenburg has three drinking water treatment
plants, which deliver 99 million gallons of water on an
average day.
Charlotte-Mecklenburg has five wastewater treatment
plants. When you flush the toilet or run water down a sink,
the water goes to one of those plants. They clean more than
123 million gallons of water daily—enough water for almost
190 Olympic-sized pools.
In small streams an estimated 50 percent of the water seeps
in from groundwater, rather than coming directly from rain
or other precipitation.

Little Sugar Creek after a restoration. Photo: Nancy Pierce.


Freshwater makes up less than 3 percent of the Earth’s
water, and most of it is in icebergs and glaciers.

How to report water pollution
Report pollution, including soil erosion. Call 311.
To report online, use the Water Watcher app or visit
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/ReportPollution

