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 Within Charlotte, over 100 million gallons 

of potable water are treated and 

distributed each day to homes and 

businesses. 

-CharMeck 

 Testing water quality at the Charlotte 

Mecklenburg Utility Department (CMUD) 

is extensive, conducting over150,000 tests 

annually for contaminants and chemicals. 

 

 We are very fortunate to have such 

easy access to clean water in our 

community. Acquiring clean water that is 

safe for human consumption or hygiene is as 

easy as taking a few steps to your nearest 

faucet and turning a knob. Similarly, 

disposing of our used water is as simple as 

watching it swirl down the drain. The ease 

at which we get our water creates a culture 

in which we forget or fail to realize how 

much effort actually goes into providing our 

community with clean water. 

 
The value of water as a resource can be 

summed up with a simple statement that 

many are unaware of: There is 

no new water.  Water is not a 

resource that the earth 

produces more of over time. 

The water we consume now is 

the same water used by Earth’s 

first living organisms. 

Theoretically water could even 

be produced in a laboratory. 

Sounds simple, right? Two 

parts hydrogen and one part 

oxygen. There is plenty of 

hydrogen and oxygen around, 

but just mixing them together 

will not help. Their electron 

orbits must be linked and this 

requires multiple bursts of energy. A good 

example is the Hindenburg blimp disaster, 

where highly combustible hydrogen 

combined with atmospheric oxygen during 

the explosion and created water molecules. 

But this is not an efficient or viable method 

of producing water, nor is it a reliable 

possibility for the future.  

 
What this means is, for now and into the 

foreseeable future, we need to begin to  

treasure Earth’s water as a precious 

resource and understand the amount of 

work that goes into bringing us clean water, 

and treating our waste water.  

 
People in African communities travel 

considerable distances to retrieve 

water from questionable sources. 

Women in developing countries 

often carry water by placing large 

carrying buckets on top of their 

head. Men in Ethiopia haul these 

buckets up wooden scaffolding 

attached to the side of a well to 

irrigate their crops. We should 

ask ourselves how we might 

treasure water if we lived in such 

a community. Seeing how much 

work others put into getting 

clean water makes it easier to 

understand how fortunate we are 

to have clean running water 

The value of our water.. 

Stop Wasting, 

Start Conserving. 

Char-Meck Water Quality 

Figure 1:  Water for People 
–water buckets in Malawi  

http://eao.uncc.edu/sites/eao.uncc.edu/files/March2012-Indoor_Air_Contaminants.pdf
http://eao.uncc.edu/sites/eao.uncc.edu/files/October2011-Stormwater.pdf
http://eao.uncc.edu/sites/eao.uncc.edu/files/electric_vehicle_adoption.pdf
http://eao.uncc.edu/cmu.html
http://eao.uncc.edu/luesa-solid-waste.html
http://eao.uncc.edu/luesa-air-quality.html
http://eao.uncc.edu/unc-charlotte.html
http://www.eao.uncc/
http://charmeck.org/city/charlotte/utilities/h2ohelp/pages/waterquality.aspx
http://gallery.waterforpeople.org/netpub/server.np?base&site=photo-gallery&catalog=catalog&template=search.np&showindex=true


 

 
A Closer Look -Infrastructure 

available in our homes in an instant. This newsletter will examine water, its quality, local sources and how you 

can help preserve this precious resource.  

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has awarded 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Utility Department (CMUD) the award 

for Safe Drinking Water Act Excellence; An award earned on 

achievement of 10 Attributes of Effective Utility Management: 

product quality, customer satisfaction, employee & leadership 

development, operational optimization, financial viability, 

infrastructure stability, operational resiliency, community 

sustainability, water resource adequacy and stakeholder 

understanding & support.  

 
Although our nation’s water may be clean, the pipes that bring 

us our water are in need of repair around many areas of the 

country. The American Society of Civil Engineers gave the 

water infrastructure in the United States a grade of D-. The 

Environmental Protection Agency estimates that there are nearly 700 

water line breaks per day.  Many of the older water mains will need to 

be replaced if Americans want to enjoy clean and convenient water.  

Read More 

 
Communities across the country are faced with a variety of issues with 

repairs and upgrades to their aging water infrastructure. EPA reports 

suggest there are an estimated 240,000 water main breaks each year, 

with over 75,000 sanitary sewage overflows, discharging anywhere from 

3-10 billion gallons of untreated water onto the surface annually. Efforts to reverse this aging web of water 

systems is a vast project, and are often too grand to be done within local government budgets. Aging-water 

article 

 
New estimates by the EPA suggest necessary nation-wide improvements to water quality infrastructure could 

extend beyond $632 billion over the next 20 years. There are over 4000 miles of water lines just within the 

Charlotte Mecklenburg border, 15% of which are outdated and/or damaged. Thus, upgrades to county 

infrastructure will be an on-going task. Since the beginning of their infrastructural repair program in 1997, 

CMUD has made significant improvements to Charlotte’s water 

infrastructure, leading to decreased polluted waterways and 

backups. 

 
Inadequacies within our water infrastructure can lead to 

Sanitary Sewage overflows (SSO’s) which can attribute to 

extreme illnesses, pollution of waterways and even local 

drinking-water contaminations. What are the sources of these 

pollutants? How are they allowed to travel into these areas? 

These are important questions to address to understand the 

implications of our nations’ water-quality. To begin, we will first 

 

"An issue we face is deferred maintenance in 

our [water] infrastructure, which  in too many 

communities is over-worked and under-

budgeted. Our system is deeply stressed, our 

financial and our natural resources are  

limited and our needs are not negotiable."  

-Lisa P. Jackson –EPA Admin. 

Figure 3: Broken Water lines often cause traffic problems, 
like this one, that created a 15 foot sink hole blocking traffic 
in South Charlotte for two weeks in August of 2011.    
(Photo: WBTV 09.2011) 

Figure 2: A typical pipe break, indicated by an arrow 
pointing to a longitudinal propagation of crack. Source 

http://charmeck.org/city/charlotte/Utilities/AboutUs/Pages/Awards.aspx
http://nepis.epa.gov/Adobe/PDF/P100EQ6Q.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/sciencematters/april2010/scinews_aging-water-infastructure.htm
http://www.epa.gov/sciencematters/april2010/scinews_aging-water-infastructure.htm
http://nepis.epa.gov/Adobe/PDF/P100EK7Q.pdf


 

 

 analyze the sources of many of the contaminants within water supplies across the globe.  

 
Pollutant sources can be divided into two 

fields, Point, and Non-Point sources: 

 

Non-Point Source Pollution  

When most people envision water pollutants, they 

imagine a large smoke-filled factory dumping dark 

industrial toxic sludge into the river, spewing out of an 

old rusty pipe. This scenario (at least in the U.S.)  is 

probably too unrealistic to imagine. Although sources 

of pollution such as a dirty factory or coal power plant 

can still be an issue in some aspects. The Clean Water 

Act of 1972 has addressed many of these pollutant 

sites; provoking a significant decrease in water 

pollutants. But in reality, the majority of water 

pollutants do not originate from a single source;  

instead they are from a variety of sources and 

directions as run-off contaminants. As rain water and 

snowfall travel as overland flow, the water begins to 

pick up pollutants along roads, parking lots, driveways, 

front lawns and construction sites until deposited in 

local streams and estuaries. 

 
Non-point source pollutants can be anything from 

anywhere. Typically, farms contribute much water 

pollution with excess fertilizers, agricultural chemicals 

such as pesticides, and bacteria and nutrients from 

livestock manure. Other industries such as the mining 

and construction industries often leave sediments, 

acids, salts, chemicals, and other materials that can be carried into streams. Even individuals add to non-point 

source pollution with their vehicles, pets, yard chemicals, septic systems and other pollutants.  

 
The EPA provides an online guide to help prevent households from contributing to non-point source 

pollution. There are a lot of obvious ways to do your part such as making sure not to spill your brake fluid or 

motor oil onto the drive way. But there are also some suggestions you might not have thought of.. like 

washing your car on the grass or gravel: that way soap and cleaning chemicals are filtered through a process 

of groundwater percolation, instead of allowing it to lie on the surface, collecting litter. This and much more 

are explained in the EPA website for water quality. More info    

 

Point Source Pollution in Charlotte 

Point source pollution, as stated above, can be easily linked to a specific source like prevalent industrial 

businesses. Point source polluters are usually larger industrial facilities and refineries which can emit large 

amounts of air pollutants as well a water contaminants. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Utilities Department, along 

with a variety of federal agencies, do an excellent job of treating this waste water before it discharges into 

our streams. 

Figure 4: Non-point source pollution diagram.  Nearly all waste left 
on the ground, can eventually end up as a water pollutant, flowing 
into streams and river-ways. 

http://www.epa.gov/greenhomes/ConserveWater.htm


“To catch the reader's attention, 

place an interesting sentence or 

quote from the story here.” 

 
 
CMUD currently operates 5 separate treatment 

facilities capable of treating 123 million gallons of 

waste water per day. The methods used by CMUD 

are so effective that the water put into the stream 

from the wastewater plant has lower levels of 

pollutants than the existing stream water. CMUD was 

one of ten utilities nationwide to receive the Platinum 

Award for Utility Excellence from the Association of 

Metropolitan Water Agencies. One of the ways 

CMUD excels is through the use of its industrial 

pretreatment program, which rigorously monitors 

significant industrial users to ensure that local 

industries do not discharge more into the waste 

water system than can be effectively treated. Clean 

water is not cheap however; the operating budget for 

CMUD during the current fiscal year is $291 million. 

The explicit cost of clean water in Charlotte is a good 

reminder of how valuable our water resources are.   

 
The overall contributor to diminished water quality in 

streams and lakes are not typically factories and 

power plants, but ourselves. After a rain shower, 

everything around may appear much cleaner from the 

city streets, sidewalks, construction zones, etc.. But 

all of the dirt and trash picked up by the flowing rain 

water has to go somewhere.  

 

 

Littering out of your car, or throwing trash on the 

ground may not be collected by waste services, or by 

a bystander. Chances are, it was collected into the 

stormwater drain, potentially creating blocked 

waterways and debris pileups. Other examples of 

pollutant sources are shown in figure 5 (above). Oil 

spilled on the road from an accident and even grass 

clippings are commonly accumulated in local storm 

drains, causing stream contaminations and drainage 

blocks. 

 
Fats, Oils and Grease (FOG’s) are also huge 

contributors to decreased water quality. When 

FOG’s are improperly disposed of down sinks, they 

can build up and clog drainage systems, causing 

sewage backups and serious infrastructural repairs. 

More information on how to properly dispose of 

FOG’s, refer to our newsletter. 

CMUD also provides a series of 

educational programs and 

speaker presentations for 

customers and local businesses. 
Blue Planet is a hands-on 

educational center devoted to 

the technologies and 

innovations used to protect 

Charlotte’s water quality. The 

Blue Planet Center offers many 

interesting answers to a variety 

of questions such as:  
Where does our drinking water 

come from?  How is water 

treated? How does water get to your home? Where does it 

go when it leaves your home? How much water do you use 

in a day?     

Will we always have enough?  

 
Discussions during these tours will 

evaluate these questions, and the 

gleaming world of water resources. 

Tour activities include playing lab 

analyst, learning how lab technicians 

perform water-quality tests, how to 

find a water leak and also discover 

how you can help prevent 

wastewater build-up and prevent 

pollution within lakes and streams. 

 
To sign-up your business group for 

an interactive tour of their facilities or participate in 

the Blue Planet education program,  

Click Here 

Blue Planet Water Environmental Center –Charlotte 

Figure 5:  Illustrates examples of everyday pollution sources: A 
car  flipped on its side is leaking oils onto the street, and lawn 
clippings pushed into the storm drain.  

http://eao.uncc.edu/sites/eao.uncc.edu/files/November2011-FOG.pdf
http://charmeck.org/city/charlotte/Utilities/CustomerService/Documents/Blue%20Planet%20Brochure.pdf


Charlotte Water Quality 

In Mecklenburg County, 81% of the total supporting watershed are considered unfit for their 

supplementary use of recreation. Much of the waterways in Charlotte are damaged, eroded, or deemed 

impaired from fallen tree limbs, introduced contaminants and trash build-ups.  

 
In accordance with EPA standards, there are very strict criteria for the max number of particulates within 

each public waterway. Tests are performed at over 20 different locations around the Charlotte area, 

examining a variety of watersheds and streams to allocate any stream not adhering to these standards. 

Important possible contaminant's include, but are not limited 

to: 

 
 Lead 

 Total #Coliforms 

 Gastrointestinal Illnesses 

 #Bacteria by HPC (heterotrophic Head Count) 

 Heavy Metals (Cadmium, Barium..) 

 Mercury  

 
Many of these contaminants are related back to EPA 

regulations, or the National Primary Drinking Water 

Regulations (NPDWR’s) requiring a minimum standard for all 

streams and lakes throughout the nation. Contaminants are 

rated based on their existing public hazard to people and 

aquatic life from microorganisms, disinfectants, and organic 

chemicals dumped into waterways.  

More info. 

 
To inform residents of their local water quality, 

representatives of the Charlotte stormwater services have 

provided an interactive map found on their website. The 

map, called the Char-Meck Stream Use Support Index (SUSI) 

map, shows local water quality by watershed. Overall quality 

is based on a list of toxic particulates similar to those shown 

above, in addition with natural debris, litter, tires, color, and bank foundations.  

 

To view which streams made the impaired list,  

Click Here 

 

 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg drinking water begins first with the 

water from Lake Norman or Mountain Island Lake. The raw 

water is then pumped into one of three water treatment 

facilities where it is then filtered and disinfected. Each year, CMUD performs 

over 150,000 tests to ensure the daily 100 million gallons of Charlotte drinking 

water meets and/or excceds water quality standards. Each year, Charlotte 

Mecklenburg continually is honored for our premium water quality.  

Read More! -CharMeck Water Services Brochure 
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Figure 7: Charlotte impaired 
stream locater map. Source 

http://water.epa.gov/drink/contaminants/index.cfm#Primary
http://www.ysieconet.com/public/WebUI/Default.aspx?hidCustomerID=75
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/PollutionPrevention/PublishingImages/303dstreams.jpg
http://charmeck.org/city/charlotte/Utilities/CustomerService/Documents/WaterServicesBrochure2012.pdf
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/ReportPollution/Pages/StreamUseSupportIndex.aspx
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/PollutionPrevention/PublishingImages/303dstreams.jpg
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/PollutionPrevention/PublishingImages/303dstreams.jpg


Helping Improve Your Water Quality 

Water Watchers 
 
The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Stormwater team has 

developed an app for your iPhone or iPad to report 

polluted waterways, check nearby streams, look-up 

local weather and even contact stormwater 

services. Since its inception earlier in 2013, this app, 

along with numerous county-wide programs, the 

Charlotte Mecklenburg Stormwater division has 

been committed to improve overall water quality 

within the Charlotte area. With the addition of the 

Water Watchers app, users can send pictures of 

their distressed stream, and receive follow-up 

information, anytime, anywhere.  

 
Char-Meck Stormwater services hope to reduce 

flood risks within urban areas, along with quickly 

attending at-risk streams and lakes.  

 

 

Apple iOS users can download the free Water Watchers app through iTunes. 

Droid OS users can download the free Water Watchers app through Google Play 

 

 

Requesting Water Quality Data–  Charlotte Water Quality Program 
 
Storm Water services will accept requests from both residents and 

businesses in Charlotte Mecklenburg to conduct a water quality test 

of any stream. With the submission of a request form, laboratory 

technicians will travel to your stream, conduct test for whichever 

parameters specified, and within two weeks, have an evaluation for 

your own use. Since the Storm Water services establishment in 

1969, its purpose has been to identify and eliminate sewer discharges 

to the inner-city streams. Odor complaints from citizens were 

submitted from around the county, demanding a higher level of water 

quality.  

 
Since then, Charlotte’s Storm Water services has expanded, 

developing a significant increase in monitoring activities beyond just 

the Charlotte area; reaching out to nearby towns of Cornelius, Huntersville, Matthews, Mint Hill and Pineville. 

Services include: removal of fallen trees/vegetation when creating drainage problems, repair/replace broken 

pipes, repair sinkholes, develop floodplains and even operate the flood notification system for emergency 

respondents. 

Read More 

 

Figure 8: Water-Watchers app by Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm water 
services provides consumers with at-hand capabilities to report polluted 
and/or damaged waterways.  

Figure  9: A Charlotte creek covered in debris 

https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/waterwatchers/id587915786?mt=8
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.getabby.ww&feature=search_result#?t=W251bGwsMSwxLDEsImNvbS5nZXRhYmJ5Lnd3Il0.
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/data/Pages/WaterQualityDataRequests.aspx
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/data/Pages/MonitoringProgramOverview.aspx
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/Pages/default.aspx


 

How Can I Get Involved? 

There are a lot of avenues residents, businesses, clubs and 

organizations can use when taking the initiative to improve 

local water quality: 

 

Stream Clean-ups / Adopt a Stream 
Over the past year, county clean ups have relieved nearly 130 

streams around Charlotte! Removing more than 9 tons of 

trash from local waterways back into their rightful place. But 

with over 4000 miles of streams in Charlotte Mecklenburg 

alone, additional efforts must be made to ensure county-wide 

water quality.  

Read More 

 

 

Drain Marking Programs 
The storm drain marking program is perhaps the easiest way to get involved. Residents simply fill out the 

form, collect the plates, and place them directly on drainage inlets across the city where there are none. As 

many already have learned, Charlotte Mecklenburg has 2 types of sewer systems: the Sanitary sewer, and the 

Storm Drainage system. Often times, residents will dump litter and trash into the drainage system on the side 

of streets, thinking it will be cleaned. IT WILL NOT! Those inlets collect storm water and release it into 

nearby streams, not into a treatment plant. These plates are an effort 

to reduce the litter found along these drainage systems and indirectly, 

into streams and rivers.  

Read More 

 

 
Tips for the Water Conscious: 
 What you can do to prevent stormwater pollution 

 

 Never Dump anything down a storm drain –Improperly disposed waste can clog pipes and waterways 

 Check you car for oil leaks –Oil dripping on the ground can drift as runoff into creeks or as contaminated 

groundwater 
 Reduce Runoff –Adjusting sprinklers so that they spray only a nearby lawn or natural area, redirect roof 

gutters towards natural areas and wash your car at a car wash, instead of at your own home. Many car 

washes recycle the used water, and develop the property to confine leftover water. 
 Blow yard clippings and leaves back into the yard, or bag them up to dispose of –This can relieve the 

amount of waste found along streets and sidewalks which are typically found in storm drains. 
 Take used oil, paint and other household hazardous waste into recycling centers, instead of throwing 

them into the trash. Chemicals found within landfills can cause serious groundwater contamination 

problems that can lead to plant death and other health hazards. 
 VOLUNTEER! -Participate in a Big Sweep, adopt a stream, or even the drain marking program all help 

make a big difference in Charlotte’s water quality.  

Additional Tips 

Figure 10: Volunteers of the local Big Sweep program 
collecting litter along Charlotte’s local waterway’s 

http://charmeck.org/stormwater/VolunteerGetInvolved/Pages/Adopt-A-StreamProgram.aspx
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/VolunteerGetInvolved/Pages/StormDrainMarkingProgram.aspx
http://charmeck.org/city/charlotte/Utilities/WaterSmart/Pages/Irrigation%20and%20Outdoor%20Use.aspx
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/VolunteerGetInvolved/Pages/BigSweep.aspx
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/VolunteerGetInvolved/Pages/BigSweep.aspx

