
DID YOU KNOW? 
 Every Mecklenburg County creek except two starts in Mecklenburg. 

 When sewers clog and overflow, that often pollutes nearby creeks. The biggest cause of sewer line clogs is grease in the pipes. 

 Mecklenburg County has about 3,000 miles of creeks. 

 Two-thirds of Mecklenburg County is in the Catawba River watershed, and the creeks flow into Lake Norman, Mountain Island 
Lake, Lake Wylie or other parts of the Catawba River. 

 The eastern third of Mecklenburg County is in the Yadkin-Pee Dee watershed. Those creeks eventually flow into the Pee Dee 
River.  

 A “perennial” stream typically has water flowing in it year-round. Most of the water comes from smaller streams that flow in, 
or from groundwater, with some additional water from rain or other precipitation. 

 Six creeks have names related to animals: Swan Run, plus 
Beaverdam, Duck, Gar, Goose and  Mallard creeks. 

 When the term “impaired,” is used for water, it means the 
body of water does not meet the standards that 
environmental laws set for it. 

 What lives in a healthy creek? Aquatic life, which can 
include fish, small invertebrates such as snails and crawfish, 
insect larvae, tadpoles, plankton and algae. The cleaner the 
water, the more life in the creek. 

 Sometimes buildings named for creeks aren’t in that creek’s 
watershed. Paw Creek Elementary School is in the Long 
Creek watershed. Steele Creek Presbyterian Church is in the 
Sugar Creek watershed. 

 Flooding is a natural event caused by heavy rain. 

LEARN MORE 
Visit KeepingWatch.org and click on “Explore Creeks” for 

stories, videos, maps and other information about Meck-

lenburg County’s creeks.  

The Autobell® Creek Challenge is funded by Autobell® Car Wash. 

Back Creek runs east, 
unlike most creeks in 
Mecklenburg County, 
which run southwest. 
The creek starts near 
the Cato Campus of 
Central Piedmont 
Community 
College and flows 
near UNC 
Charlotte, but 
not through campus.  

Like many creeks in Mecklenburg 
County, Back Creek gave its name to a 
church: Back Creek Presbyterian Church, 
founded in 1802. The prevalence of 
Presbyterian churches reflects the Scots
-Irish heritage of the area’s early white 
settlers. In the early days, Back Creek 
Church was the meeting place for 
neighbors who received their mail 
spread out on a large rock on Sundays. 
Just after the Civil War, Back Creek 
church members built a new, brick 
building, using local clay and water from 
Back Creek to make the bricks. That 

building is still used by the 
church.  

The surrounding 
farming 

community, known 
as Newell, was home to 

many large families with 
dairy farms. Today most of 

those farms have been replaced 
by subdivision neighborhoods. All 

the construction of hundreds of houses 
is probably the main reason that, today, 
Back Creek is listed as “impaired” all the 
way from where it starts to where it 
flows into the Rocky River in Cabarrus 
County. Its waters don’t hold enough 
aquatic insects for it to be considered a 
stream in good health.  

The presence of tiny insects that can’t 
live in polluted water is one of the key 
indicators scientists look at when 
assessing creeks. 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).  

One of the worst pollutants for 
Charlotte creeks like Back Creek is 
sediment.  One main cause of sediment 
pollution is rain falling on pavement—
parking lots, driveways and streets—
which causes huge amounts of fast-
moving water to rush into creeks, 
carrying muddy runoff and other 
harmful materials, including oil and gas 
and other chemicals that leak from cars. 
Sediment is one of the most common 
sources of pollution in creeks.  

The Back Creek watershed has 10.6 
miles of perennial streams and covers 
7.9 square miles. The Back Creek 
watershed had the fastest growing 
population of all the Mecklenburg 
County watersheds from 1990 to 2010. 
Its population increased from 1,926 in 
1990 to 14,754 in 2010.  

Above, water in a Mecklenburg County creek. Photo: Nancy Pierce 
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Fun facts 

Profile 

 Location: East-central Mecklenburg County (zip codes: 28213, 28215, 
28262) 

 Approximate land area in Mecklenburg County: 7.86 square miles 

 Estimated population in 2010: 14,754 

 Creeks and tributaries: Back Creek and Back Creek Tributary 

 Drains into: Yadkin-Pee Dee River watershed in Cabarrus County 

 Miles of perennial streams: 10.65 

 Impaired streams: Back Creek from source to Rocky River 

 Reason for impairment: Lack of diversity of aquatic insects 

 Number of structures in the regulated floodplain:  9 

 This watershed has the fastest growing population among Meck-
lenburg creeks. Its population increased 766 percent from 1990 
to 2010. 

 When members of Back Creek Presbyterian Church were build-
ing a new building in the 1800s, they mixed local clay with wa-
ter from Back Creek to make the bricks they used. 

Impaired – Damaged or weakened. Relating to water quality, it means the water is not suitable for the uses assigned to it.  

Macroinvertebrates – Organisms that don’t have backbones and are visible to the eye without a microscope. 

Perennial stream – A stream that has continuous water flow all year round during years of normal rainfall. 

Pollution – Waste products that damage an ecosystem. 

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. 

Sediment – Sand and dirt that settles in the bottom of lakes, rivers and streams. 

Subdivision – Land divided into lots for development.  

Key vocabulary What’s in the Back Creek watershed? 

Sediment is a problem for many area creeks. This photo shows mud from construction flowing into Little Sugar 
Creek. Photo: Nancy Pierce 

Geese like this Canada goose are some of the wildlife that 
you’ll see along Charlotte creeks.  

 Colleges: Central Piedmont Community College - Cato Campus 

 Landmark: Back Creek Presbyterian Church, founded in 1802 in a farming 
community once known as Newell. 

 No public schools are in this watershed. 

Stonefly nymph, one of the indicator species that a stream is 
healthy. Photo: Dave Huth 

Central Piedmont Community College Cato Campus. 
Photo: Google Maps 

What you can do to protect our creeks 

Don’t dump hazardous chemicals down drains. Take them to 
a recycling center. 

Don’t dump yard waste in drains or creeks. Bag, recycle or 
compost it.  

Prevent soil erosion. Plant trees and bushes along creek banks 
and in bare areas of the yard. 

Scoop the poop. Dog waste can pollute local creeks. 

Use a car wash, not the driveway.  

Use fewer fertilizers and chemicals in your yard. Don’t apply 
chemicals 48 hours before a heavy rain. 

Don’t dump cooking grease and oil down the sink. Grease 
clogs are the most common cause of sewage spills into Meck-
lenburg County creeks. 

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

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


