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Sustainability is not just a measure of  how well we 
are meeting our needs today, but also an indicator 

of  how well those who come after us will be able to 
meet theirs. The intent of  this report is to objectively 
evaluate progress towards greater sustainability in 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg, and recommend strategies that 
will accelerate it. While adoption of  these strategies will 
require the leadership of  local government and business 
leaders, progress also depends on the choices made by 
every resident across the county. Therefore, this report 
is written for the community, to enable each of  us to 
better understand and impact our shared future. The 
information and trends presented here are also intended 
to provide baseline information to those who are 
currently working to identify goals and strategies for the 
Mecklenburg Livable Communities Plan.

After extensive review of  sustainability reports written 
for other metro areas around the nation, we decided to 
focus on nine key dimensions that together determine 
the sustainability of  a community: Air Quality, Energy 
Use, Equity + Empowerment, Food, Jobs + Income, 
Land Use, Transportation, Waste, and Water Use. 

None of  these dimensions stand alone, however.  For 
example, land use decisions drive our transportation 
choices and our transportation choices impact our 
air quality.  Land use decisions also impact our water, 
energy use, and access to food and jobs. Energy use 
influences water and air quality.  And of  course the 
ability to meet our needs depends on jobs and the 
income they provide – to name just a few examples of  
how these dimensions influence one another.  Given 
their interdependence, the environmental, social, and 
economic health of  Charlotte-Mecklenburg depends 
upon excellence in all of  these areas.  Given our 
growing population, meeting our current needs without 
diminishing the ability of  future generations to meet 
their needs requires a fact-based understanding of  
how well our community is performing in each of  
these nine dimensions, and what strategies will lead to 
improvement.  Below is a summary of  our findings for 
each.

ExEcutivE Summary

1

air Quality
Local Trend: B.  National Comparison: C.

Mecklenburg County’s sprawling land use pattern, heavy 
reliance on personal vehicles for transportation, and 
growing population presents significant challenges for 
maintaining clean air. The county currently exceeds the 
federal limit for ground-level ozone – primarily due 
to tailpipe emissions. Although fine particulate matter 
levels are within federal limits, levels of  this pollutant are 
higher than the national average.  Providing more safe, 
affordable, and convenient alternatives to driving, and 
replacing suburban sprawl with more compact, walkable, 
and transit-oriented development are critical steps we 
must take to improve our air quality.  Improving our 
air quality will require a comprehensive approach in 
which we quantify current emissions levels of  local 
air pollutants and greenhouse gases, set reduction 
goals, identify policies/actions needed to achieve 
them, integrate into budgets, engage the public to 
assist in achieving goals, measure progress, and share 
results to maintain transparency and continued public 
engagement. See the Air Quality chapter for more 
recommendations. 

energy use
Local Trend: A.  National Comparison: C.

Residential electricity consumption in Mecklenburg 
County is 21.2 percent higher than the national average, 
while residential natural gas consumption is 4.4 percent 
lower than the national average, due in part to a warm 
climate that leads to more air conditioning usage and less 
need for heat than much of  the country. Mecklenburg 
has done well in recent years to increase the number of  
LEED and Energy Star certified buildings, although we 
still have far fewer LEED buildings than the national 
average. Residential energy use can be reduced by 
support from countywide and neighborhood-level 
initiatives to provide residents with energy efficiency 
educational materials. To sustainably meet our long-
term energy needs, it will be important to set ambitious 
and achievable goals for increasing local renewable 
energy use and provide information to citizens and 
businesses to help meet those goals, as well as work 
with federal and state governments to ensure that tax 
credits for renewable energy and energy efficiency are 
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continued and that they provide support and technical 
assistance to both municipalities and rural residents of  
Mecklenburg County. See the Energy Use chapter for 
more recommendations. 

equity + empowerment
Local Trend: C.  National Comparison: C.

This dimension includes a variety of  social and 
economic indicators. One troubling trend is the growing 
cost of  transportation as a percentage of  income 
compared to the national average. Housing affordability 
is similar to the national average, but the local trend 
shows an increasing number of  residents are spending 
more than 30 percent of  their income on housing. High 
points in this dimension are the very high average level 
of  educational attainment of  Mecklenburg residents 
and the decreasing crime index. Increasing mixed-
income housing throughout the county where access to 
transportation and jobs is available will provide greater 
economic opportunities to residents who are struggling 
to make ends meet. A key step towards increasing 
social equity in a sprawling metro area is to give existing 
communities priority for economic development dollars 
to encourage infill development, reuse or improvement 
of  existing structures, and compact mixed use 
development that offers opportunities for pedestrian-
friendly economic growth supportive of  affordable 
housing and commuting options. Government and 
local nonprofit organizations should seek increased 
opportunities for consultation and dialogue with 
low-income and minority residents. See the Equity + 
Empowerment chapter for more recommendations. 

food
Local Trend: D.  National Comparison: C.

Access to healthy food is shaped by income, but also 
by land use decisions.  In Mecklenburg, the growing 
percentage of  residents needing Supplemental 
Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits 
and increasing percentage of  households unable to 
consistently put food on the table is of  great concern. 
Although a lower percentage of  Mecklenburg residents 
live in food deserts than the national average, past 
land development decisions and our low population 

density have created sixty local food deserts. The 
number of  farmers’ markets per resident is increasing, 
but is still well below the national average. Incentives 
such as reduced permitting fees to reduce the up front 
construction cost of  full-service grocery stores as infill 
development in “food deserts”, and zoning for the use 
of  city and county properties for temporary farmers’ 
markets would increase access to nutritious foods. 
Educational outreach to parents and young children is 
a critical step towards good nutrition, as healthy eating 
habits are largely determined during the early childhood 
years. See the Food chapter for more recommendations.

Jobs + income
Local Trend: C.  National Comparison: C.

When the recession began in late 2007, Mecklenburg’s 
economy deteriorated, mirroring a pattern seen in most 
of  the country. While unemployment figures have 
improved consistently since 2009, local unemployment 
is still three times higher than before the recession. 
The underemployment rate has also increased locally 
as employers have cut back on work hours. The 
most alarming trend in this category is the doubling 
between 2000 and 2011 of  the number of  families 
and children living in poverty. Wages and employment 
rates could be improved locally by identifying the 
existing skills mismatch between the pool of  unfilled 
jobs and unemployed workers, then working with local 
businesses and educational organizations to develop 
workforce training for unemployed workers in order 
to meet employer needs, while continuing to build 
partnerships between businesses, local governments, 
and secondary education institutions (trade schools, 
community colleges, four-year universities) to develop 
educational programs whose graduates possess skills 
that are in local demand. A career ladder approach, with 
clear progression from entry-level positions, should 
be emphasized during workforce training programs in 
clean energy fields, a rapidly expanding sector of  North 
Carolina’s economy. See the Jobs + Income chapter for 
more recommendations.
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land use
Local Trend: D.  National Comparison: D.

The Charlotte metro area was recently identified as 
the fifth most sprawling large metro in the US.  This 
pattern of  development negatively impacts many 
other aspects of  local sustainability outlined in this 
report.  Mecklenburg has more developed acreage 
per capita than the national average, and the local 
trend is worsening. Although our population density 
is increasing, we have continued to sprawl into the 
few remaining undeveloped areas of  the county. 
Mecklenburg Park & Recreation continues to face 
funding challenges to secure sufficient land to meet the 
need for natural and recreational areas of  our growing 
population. Although the amount of  land set aside for 
preservation has increased since 2007 on a per capita 
basis, the amount of  land used for parks has decreased, 
per capita. Planning future land use strategically 
by developing policy documents that set specific 
measurable goals rather than vague aspirations -- and 
adhering to them -- will be critical to improving land 
use.  Promoting brownfield and infill redevelopment 
by considering smart growth alternatives to zoning 
regulations that encourage sprawl (such as minimum 
parking requirements) and supporting redevelopment of  
vacant and abandoned properties by removing barriers 
that hinder redevelopment will also go far to improve 
our performance in this area. See the Land Use chapter 
for more recommendations.  

transportation
Local Trend: B.  National Comparison: D.

Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s transportation system lags far 
behind other large metro areas due to our inadequate 
transit, bike, and pedestrian infrastructure and sprawling 
development.  Together these factors encourage 
dependence on personal autos for our mobility. The 
percent of  residents commuting to work on CATS buses 
has increased from 2.5 percent in 2000 to 3.8 percent in 
2011, while ridership on the light rail (LYNX Blue Line) 
has exceeded projections by 60 percent. While more 
workers are commuting by biking, walking, or taking 
public transit than in the past, we still lag far behind 
the national average for these modes, and the majority 
of  workers (83.4 percent in 2011) commute in single 
occupancy vehicles. In the Charlotte-Mecklenburg area, 
securing additional funding to execute the remainder 
of  the 2030 Transit System Plan will be critical to 
reducing sprawl, air pollution, congestion, and traffic 
fatalities. We recommend increasing the level of  current 
transportation spending for transit, bike, and pedestrian 
infrastructure by decreasing spending for expanding 
road capacity in outlying areas, as the latter encourages 

further sprawl and induces more driving. Converting 
more existing streets to “complete streets” that 
streamline safe vehicular traffic flow while incorporating 
infrastructure for walking and biking will also help 
to address Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s transportation 
challenges. See the Transportation chapter for more 
recommendations. 

waste
Local Trend: B.  National Comparison: NA

Mecklenburg County’s increased collection of  yard 
waste, dramatic decline in construction and demolition 
debris, and significant decline in commercial waste have 
led to a decrease in the overall amount of  waste being 
sent to local landfills. However, our per person rate 
of  recycling processed by the county and the amount 
of  residential waste landfilled per person have not 
significantly improved since 1999. Enacting a “pay as 
you throw” pricing system for residential waste pickup 
is recommended to discourage waste generation and 
incentivize waste reduction strategies such as recycling 
and composting. A comprehensive recycling law is 
needed with minimum requirements for residential, 
commercial and industrial facilities. We recommend 
that Charlotte-Mecklenburg set a goal and plan to work 
towards “zero waste”, as has been done in hundreds of  
municipalities around the country and world. See the 
Waste chapter for more recommendations.

water use
Local Trend: B.  National Comparison: B.

The population size of  Mecklenburg County is growing 
rapidly, yet our water resources are limited.  The good 
news is that average residential water consumption in 
Mecklenburg County is decreasing and we use less water 
per household than the national average. However, in 
light of  recent water pollution incidents both within 
our county and other parts of  the state, as well as our 
reliance on the Catawba River for nearly all of  our water 
needs, we identified a strong need to better understand 
patterns of  water usage and to increase the security 
of  our waterways. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Utility 
Department should continue comprehensive water 
audits, benchmarking, and incorporating the projected 
impacts of  climate change into long-term plans to target 
consumption reductions and meet the water needs of  a 
growing population. Smart growth and watershed-based 
management should be incorporated as key elements 
in flood management and prevention, and stormwater 
management programs. See the Water chapter for more 
recommendations. 
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For each dimension, we collected data on several 
metrics in order to analyze local trends and compare 

to national averages, when appropriate. The number of  
metrics used to evaluate performance in each dimension 
varies based on a number of  factors, primarily the 
availability of  local data. For some metrics, the data 
could not be readily compared to a national average 
due to different geographic boundaries, mismatch in 
duration and frequency of  data collection, and the fact 
that some metrics simply do not make sense to compare 
to national averages (particularly Land Use due to 
differences between rural and urban areas). The metrics 
that were chosen for analysis are neither a perfect nor 
complete list of  sustainability indicators that need to be 
addressed within each dimension, but represent our best 
attempt at measuring sustainability based on current data 
availability.

Each metric was assigned two numeric scores (except 
when data limitations prevented this): one score for 
the local trend and one score based on a national 
comparison. Each dimension was then given an overall 
letter grade for both local trend and national comparison 
based on an average of  the individual metric scores.

The local trend grade is a measure of  whether we are 
improving, staying the same, or getting worse over time. 
The time period over which each trend was analyzed 
depended upon data availability. We aimed to analyze at 
least ten years of  data for each metric. However, this was 
not always possible due to lack of  data. Also, for some 
metrics annual data was available while others had been 
collected at less frequent intervals. The local trend score 
for each metric was calculated using the average annual 
percent change over the time period for which data was 
available.

Next, each score was assigned a letter grade. For the 
local trend, metrics that improved or worsened less than 
1 percent per year on average received a C, indicating 
that those metrics have stayed the same over the time 
period. Scores that improved by 1 to 5 percent received 
a B, while those that worsened 1 to 5 percent received 

a D. Metrics that improved by more than 5 percent 
received an A, and those that worsened by more than 5 
percent received an F. 

  

Score/
grade

local trend

average 
annual 
percent 
Change

0/F getting much worse +/- 5+%
1/d getting slightly worse +/- 1 to 5%
2/C staying the same +/- 1%
3/b improving slightly +/- 1 to 5%
4/a improving significantly +/- 5+%

The national comparison grade is a measure of  how 
well our performance compares to a national average, 
or when appropriate, an average of  other metro areas. 
In most cases, it was calculated as the percent difference 
between the most recent local and national data available 
for the same year.

A  C was given for metrics within 5 percent of  the 
national average. Metrics performing 6 to 29 percent 
better than the national average received a B, 6 to 29 
percent worse received a D, and metrics that were more 
than 30 percent better than the national average received 
an A while those more than 30 percent worse received 
an F.

Score/
grade

national 
Comparison

percent 
difference

0/F
Well below national 

average
+/- 30+ %

1/d below national average +/- 6 to 29%
2/C at national average +/- 5%
3/b above national average +/- 6 to 29%

4/a
Well above national 

average
+/- 30+ %

Methodology

5
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Finally, each dimension was assigned an overall letter 
grade for both the local trend and national comparison. 
To calculate this, a number of  points was assigned to 
each metric based on the grade it received in the earlier 
stage of  analysis (A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, F = 0). 
Excluding “no data” metrics from the analysis, the 
letter grades of  the metrics were averaged to arrive at 
an overall dimension grade for local trend and national 
comparison separately.

data limitations

The ease of  collecting national and local data varied 
between dimensions, as well as between metrics 

within each dimension.

Available energy data is currently limited to metrics that 
measure the amount used and the number of  buildings 
that are certified to use less energy during operation.  We 
were not able to find county specific data pertaining to 
the sources of  our energy, and its carbon footprint.  We 
would like to be able to track the percentage of  energy 
consumed countywide that is generated from sustainable 
sources as we strive to reduce our dependence on 
unsustainable energy sources. 

Land use is a particularly difficult dimension for 
drawing valid comparisons to national averages due 
to differences in how green spaces are defined and 
measured, as well as how park systems are managed 
(city- or county-based), and spatial scale issues (larger 
park size does not necessarily equate to greater usage or 
accessibility). These data limitations are explored further 
in the Land Use section.

We used different data sources for local trend and 
national comparison for the Vehicle Miles per Capita 
metric of  the transportation dimension. This was 
done because only one year of  national data was 
available from the Brookings Institute to compare the 
Charlotte metro area to other large US metro areas.  The 
Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia Metropolitan Statistical 

Area (MSA) is the metro area for which data were 
provided in the Brookings Institute study. This MSA 
now includes 7 NC counties and 3 SC counties. The 
MSA boundaries were re-drawn in 2013: Lincoln, Iredell, 
Rowan, Chester, and Lancaster were added, while 
Anson was removed. Therefore, the 2005 study that the 
Brookings data is based on included the original five 
counties in the MSA: Mecklenburg, Gaston, Cabarrus, 
Union, and York. It also included Anson County, which 
was later removed from the MSA.

The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Utilities Department 
(CMUD) measures water use differently than the US 
Geological Service, which prevented us from comparing 
Mecklenburg’s per capita water use consumption 
to the national average. Further complicating the 
national comparison, the USGS calculates national per 
capita water consumption every five years, and their 
publication of  data collected in 2010 has been delayed 
until late 2014. We are exploring additional water use 
and quality metrics for inclusion in future reports. 

For the waste dimension, we were unable to identify 
directly comparable national data for any of  the metrics 
due to the fact that municipalities in the US define and 
measure waste and recycling performance in different 
ways and there is no industry standard followed by each.   
In addition, solid waste, recycling and composting 
services in Mecklenburg County are provided by both 
local governments and private companies. Private 
companies who provide these services are not required 
to report the amount of  material that they process, as 
they are in some states, which makes it impossible to 
know the total amount of  waste generation, recycling 
and composting that is taking place in Mecklenburg 
County.  Therefore our data includes only the amount 
reported by Mecklenburg County.
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