
MECKLENBURG COUNTY PARK & RECREATION 
With over 18,000 acres and 210 parks, 200 athletic fields, 134 tennis courts, 114        

playgrounds, 99 basketball courts, 25 recreation centers, 35 miles of nature trails and 21 
nature preserves, 30 miles of greenways, 10 disc golf courses, 6 golf courses, 6 dog 

parks, 3 nature centers, and countless other unique facilities 
such as Ray’s Splash Planet, Memorial Stadium, Grayson 

Stakepark, historic sites, community gardens, boat ramps to 
access the lakes, fishing piers, picnic areas, an equestrian 

center, a campground, watershed protection properties, and 

partnerships such as the US Whitewater Center, US Sailing 
Center, and the Carolina Raptor Center, the department and 

its programs touch the lives of everyone living in the greater 
Charlotte  region. Here is a closer look at how the department 

improves health and lowers health care costs, provides safe 

and enjoyable recreation opportunities, combats the obesity 
epidemic, tackles crime and gang activity, increases property 

values, contributes to the regions tourism, protects our drink-
ing water, reduces stormwater management costs, improves 

air quality, and contributes to community social cohesion. 
 

“There are no great cities in North America or the world that do not have great park, recreation & cultural      
amenities. Great is defined not in terms of size but in terms of people’s desire to live there. Great park,           

recreation, & cultural amenities are synonymous with great cities.” – John Crompton 

Economic Impacts 
It is well known and documented that well maintained parks, nature preserves, public open spaces, and greenways   

increase nearby property values while greatly contributing to a region’s tourism economy. The impacts were conservatively 
calculated by economists in 2010. The results on property values were significant: 
 

Total Increased Tax Benefit to the County in 2009 .... $3,913,564 

Total Economic Benefit to Sellers in 2009 ................ $10,030,210 
 

What does this mean? This means that because properties near parklands are 
worth more, those properties in effect contributed nearly four million more in  

taxes to the county. Additionally, individuals that sold property near parks in 2009 

realized ten million more in sale prices, or an average of $8,032 more per sale. 
 

Regarding tourism, Mecklenburg County parks hosts numerous national events and tournaments. The county is well 

known as a regional and national sports magnet, and this sports-based tourism generates significant revenues for the 

city, county, and private businesses. In addition, facilities such the aquatic center, nature preserves, and various venues 
host special events that attract hundreds of thousands of tourists every year. The economic impact of these tourists was 

calculated at:   
 

Total Spending by All Tourists who came because of parks ..................................................... $53,624,010 

Increased Tax Receipts from Tourists ........................................................................................ $4,372,789 

Health Benefits 
Research is clear - individuals living near green space report significantly better health than those without such access, including 

less depression, anxiety, and other health problems, and the relationship is strongest for children and people with low incomes. 
Over 100 studies find spending time in nature reduces stress, and studies show that even a view of nature helps reduce stress 

among highly stressed children. Green settings enhance peace, self-control, and self-discipline for inner city youth. Health studies 
show contact with nature offers a range of medical benefits, including lower blood pressure and cholesterol levels, enhanced   

survival after a heart attack, more rapid recovery from surgery, and fewer minor medical complaints. In children with attention 

disorders and in teens with behavioral disorders, contact with nature has resulted in significant improvement. Children with early 
and repeated exposure to the outdoors experience less stress, have better concentration, more creativity, and higher self esteem.  
 

Nearly 30% of North Carolinian’s are obese (10th in the nation), and 74 million children nationwide are obese or dangerously 

overweight. The health costs associated with this epidemic are staggering. However parks make a difference. Research shows 
availability and access to open space and recreation areas strongly influences how active people are. Living close to parks and 

recreation facilities is consistently related to higher physical activity levels for both adults and youth. A 3-year study concluded 

children have a much better chance of avoiding the obesity epidemic if they live in neighborhoods where they can safely 
bike, walk and have access to parks. Financially, active adults can experience $350 in health savings per year. This rises to  

$700/year for individuals over 65 who are moderately active in parks. 
 

In 2010, this equated to health cost savings of $81,489,217 
for individuals that had access to and who were moderately 

active at Mecklenburg County parks,  nature preserves, and 

greenways.   
 

This is real money saved - and real health benefits - to those who utilized county parklands. It is one of many critical factors which necessitate the need  
to purchase land and develop more recreational opportunities in areas currently without them.  

http://www.webmd.com/depression/default.htm
http://www.webmd.com/anxiety-panic/default.htm


The current situation & how we compare to other cities 
While the department has been extremely efficient and successful at leveraging partnerships, outsourcing services to 

reduce costs, utilization of volunteers, and obtaining grants and donations, the department’s budget and related services 
have been greatly reduced due to the financial situation of the county and the low prioritization of park services versus 

other county departments. This may be a result of the unrealized benefits park and recreation services provide to the 
community. When the departments budget is compared to the other 85 largest cities in the United States, it becomes 

evident Mecklenburg County is lagging, and falling even further behind (while population and need for park services 

grows). In 2008, Mecklenburg County spent $49 per resident on Park and Rec operations.  
In comparison, the national average in 2008 was $75 per person. As evident by the chart, in 

2011 spending by Mecklenburg County on parks was drastically cut equating to $29/person. 
The cuts had an immediate impact on services, most notably the closing of four recreation 

centers, reduced hours of operation at the remaining recreation and nature centers, greatly 

reduced staff for maintenance, safety 
and security, reduced ability to respond 

to vandalism and repair issues, less grass 
mowing, less staff to manage watershed 

protection properties and natural areas, 

less special community events, and in-
creased costs to participate in programs. 

While it is true that well maintained 
parks increase property values, poorly 

maintained parks with low visitation can 
actually decrease property values, attract 

crime, and contribute to “urban blight.” 

Environmental Benefits 
With over 18,000 acres of land and 78% of them covered with trees, your parklands    

provide significant stormwater and air quality benefits. County nature preserves also    
protect over 17 miles of shoreline at Mountain Island Lake, the source of drinking water 

for nearly one million people. The parks, nature preserves, and greenways provide    
habitat for over 300 species of birds, 46 mammals, 40 reptiles, 95 butterflies, and    

thousands of plant and other insect species. Numerous species of rare and Federally   

endangered plants and animals are protected by county parklands. This is the Natural 
Heritage your parklands are protecting for future generations. 
 

The cost to manage stormwater runoff is significant, and it creates numerous issues, 

including flooding, erosion, and decreases in water quality. However Mecklenburg 
County parklands make a difference. How big a difference? A 2010 study showed:  
 

Yearly stormwater runoff reduction by parklands .............. 549,200,545 cubic feet 
Total savings due to park runoff reduction ............................................ $18,892,499 
 

Air pollution continues to be an major issue for Mecklenburg County. Poor air quality affects the health of thousands of 

people of every year, can damage structures, and creates environmental and economic problems. Nearly four million 
trees are protected by our parks and preserves. They remove pollutants such as ozone, nitrogen dioxide, particulate 

matter, and sulfur dioxide. These services benefit everyone living in the region. 
 

Tons of air pollution removed per year by county parklands ................................................................. 1,505,000 

Value of air pollution removal by county parklands ............................................................................. $3,889,091 
 

“Plans to protect air and water, wilderness and wildlife, are in fact plans to protect man.” - Stewart Udall 

Buzzard Rock overlook at Mountain Island 
Lake , Latta Plantation Nature Preserve 

Community Cohesion  
Parks & open space build community, along with schools, churches and other gathering 

places. Studies show the institutions that make up this web of human relationships (known as 
“social capital”) can make a neighborhood stronger, safer and more successful. Social capital 

is being studied all over the world. From playgrounds to sports fields to park benches to trails 
to swimming pools to community gardens, parks offer opportunities for people of all ages to 

communicate, compete, interact, learn and grow. For instance, Univ. of Illinois researchers 

found that residents who live near outdoor green spaces and parks are more familiar with 
their nearby neighbors, socialized more with them, and expressed greater feelings of safety 

and community than did residents lacking nearby green spaces. “Green spaces are settings   
for frequent, informal interaction that nurtures the formation of neighborhood social ties.         

Research has shown these ties are the glue that transforms a collection of unrelated 

neighbors into a neighborhood. They are the heart of a neighborhood’s strength.” 
 

 In fact social connectedness is a stronger predictor of perceived quality of life than income or    
 education levels. Communities with higher levels of social capital are likely to have higher   

 educational achievement, better-performing governmental institutions, faster economic  
 growth, less crime and violence, and improved health conditions. It is obvious how our parks,  

 nature preserves, greenways, recreation centers and numerous festivals and events contrib- 

 ute to our social capital. Although the total economic value of the social capital provided by   
 parks is impossible to quantify, it is possible to calculate just one aspect of social capital - that  

 is, the significant amount of time and money residents donate to their parks. 
 

Total volunteer hours in 2009 .................................................................................................... 122,213 
Total value of volunteer hours & financial contributions in 2009 ........................................ $2,516,484 
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YOUTH - HOW PARK & REC CHANGES LIVES 
Every year, Mecklenburg County Park and Recreation touches the lives of over 200,000 

youth in our community. Whether it‟s at a basketball court, on a ballfield, at a Recreation 

Center, in a summer camp, camping at McDowell, learning to swim, learning to play golf, 
riding their bikes along a Greenway, on a mountain bike trail, or at the BMX track, playing 

at a playground, skate-boarding at Grayson Skate Park, hiking a Nature Preserve, learning 
about native wildlife at a Nature Center, participating in a Special Event, volunteering, or 

one of countless other activities offered through Park & Recreation, the lives of our       

children are improved in countless ways through these opportunities. Here is a closer look 
at how the department impacts the lives of our youth - from reconnecting children to the 

outdoors, to tackling the obesity epidemic, to impacting ADHD, to combating crime and 
gang activity, and improving academic performance. 
 

According to a 2008 random household survey of Mecklenburg County residents, 76% of respondents indicated 
their household and children use county parks. That is above the national average of 72%.  

Childhood Obesity 
Obesity now affects 17% (12.5 million) of all children ages 2-19 in the US, triple the rate from just a generation ago. There are 

also significant racial and ethnic disparities in obesity among US children. Hispanic boys are significantly more likely to be obese 
than non-Hispanic white boys, and black girls were significantly more likely to be obese than non-Hispanic white girls. Obesity is 

now prevalent in preschool age children, especially in low-income families. One in three children are obese or overweight before 
their 5th birthday. Nearly 30% of North Carolinian‟s are obese (10th in the nation), and 74 million children nationwide are obese 

or dangerously overweight. A March 2011 article listed NC as the 6th laziest state in the country, in terms of “couch potatoes.”  
 

The health costs associated with this epidemic are staggering. According to the CDC, the medical costs 

associated with obesity in the US in 2008 was estimated at $147 Billion. The physical, psychological, 
and social costs are even greater for our children. Obese or overweight children face numerous health 

risks and challenges, including high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and type 2 diabetes. They face a 
far higher likelihood to be obese as adults and are targets for ridicule and bullying. Depression often 

accompanies obesity and the two have been linked. One study, published in Pediatrics, found that 

the longer a child is overweight, the more he or she is at risk for depression and other mental 
health disorders. Just how bad is it to be an obese child? One study, published in the Journal 
of the American Medical Association, found that obese kids were 5.5 times more likely to have 
an impaired quality of life than healthy kids, putting their life experience on par with that of 

kids undergoing chemotherapy treatment for cancer. 
 

However parks make a BIG difference. Research shows availability and access to open space and recreation areas strongly 

influences how active people are. Living close to parks and recreation facilities is consistently related to higher physical activity 
levels for both adults and youth. One study showed children living within 1/2 mile of park or playground are 5 times 

more likely be a healthy weight, rather than overweight, as compared to children who didn‟t have a park nearby. Further,  
a 3-year study concluded children have a much better chance of avoiding the obesity epidemic if they live in 

neighborhoods where they can safely bike, walk and have access to parks.  

 
 

Research is clear. Children who have access to parks, recreation centers and playgrounds are healthier and 

far more likely to avoid being obese or overweigh. Access to parks is critical for healthy youth.   
 
 

This is one of many critical factors which necessitate the need to purchase land and develop recreational opportunities in areas  
currently without them. Healthy children make healthy communities. 

 



Gang & Crime Prevention 
While police traditionally focus on deterring crime and apprehending criminals, Park & Recreation 

works on crime prevention. It is well known if youth are provided positive activities to fill their 
time, crime decreases. How much? Consider a 2010 Los Angeles newspaper article, “Gang-related 

crimes plunged 40% on average — and more than 80% in some areas — around parks and rec-
reation centers that were part of this year‟s Summer Night Lights program. „Summer Night Lights 
has become a crowning achievement in our gang reduction efforts and a source of pride,‟ said 

Mayor Villaraigosa.” Parks stayed open until midnight, providing family programs, after-school 
activities, athletic leagues, skateboarding shows, and arts initiatives. The LA Police Department 

said it was city‟s safest summer since 1967. The list of cities realizing this relationship continues 
to grow. Fort Meyers, Kansas City and Fort Worth all reported respective 28%, 25% and 28% declines in juvenile arrests 

after the implementation of recreational programs. FACT: recreational facilities and programs can decrease crime. 

 
In 2010, the Mecklenburg County Park & Recreation Department (MCPRD) provided programs for over 200,000 youth. 

They partner with Gang of One, CMS, No Easy Walk, and CMPD on a variety of gang prevention programs. Unique, 
award-winning programs include the McClintock Outdoor Club, MeckTeen Chefs, and Teen Summits, as well as summer 

camps, swimming lessons, after-school programs, athletic programs, and non-traditional sports such as boxing and  

wrestling at the new Revolution Sports Academy. All provide positive activities for youth in our community.  
 
 

Studies show well-maintained parks and active recreational programs reduce crime in urban areas.  
 

Unfortunately the opposite is also true, un-maintained parks (or no park space) and lack of recreational programs leads  to higher crime rates.  
Additionally, “greener” cities have fewer total crimes. Research shows a strong correlation between levels of vegetation and number of crimes in the 

immediate area. One study by the Univ. of Il. reports a 7-8% reduction in crime attributed directly to the presence of nearby vegetation.  
This finding is significant as it is contrary to the common undocumented belief that vegetation promotes crime.  

At-risk youth from Charlotte reflect at the top of 

Crowders Mountain during a P&R sponsored outing. 

Reconnecting Children to the Outdoors 
Children today spend on average just 4-7 minutes outside each day in unstructured play such as climb-

ing frees, building forts, catching bugs, or playing tag, yet they spend more than 7 hours each day in 
front of a computer or television screen. In his 2008 book Last Child in the Woods Richard Louv coined 

the term “nature deficit disorder.” The book, along with a growing body of research, clearly show that 
direct exposure to nature is essential for healthy childhood development. Studies continue to show 

children with early and repeated exposure to the outdoors experience less stress, have better concen-

tration, more creativity, and higher self esteem than children who spend more time indoors.  
Studies find that children with more nature near their home report lower levels of behavioral conduct 

disorders, anxiety and depression, and that a dose of nature works as well as a dose of medication to    
improve concentration, or even better, for children with ADHD. Even green surroundings in a child‟s 

environment reduces ADHD symptoms. Its no wonder that studies find kids who spend more time outside tend to have 

fewer symptoms of ADHD and experience less stress. 
 

In 2010, the MCPRD provided over 2,500 nature-based programs for nearly 50,000 youth and adults. These ranged from 
camping, canoeing and kayaking, to hiking, discovery programs, night hikes, and environmental education programs for 

nearly 20,000 CMS students and homeschoolers. One recent project designed to encourage longer and richer play in a 
natural setting was the opening of the Nature Explorer Zone, a special outdoor play area at Reedy Creek. FACT: our 

parks, nature preserves, and greenways provide critical places for our youth to reconnect with nature. 

Direct exposure to nature is essential for healthy childhood development. 

Environmental Education works! Research at 150 schools in 16 states over a 10 year period found that students in EE programs typically outperform 
their peers in traditional classes, have higher standardized test scores and grade point averages, and demonstrate better behavior and attendance.  



ECONOMY - HOW PARK & REC GENERATES $$$ 
The impact of parks on a communities economic base has been well documented and 

researched. While many people understand the community health benefits that result 

from a strong park and recreation department, few realize the significant impact Park 
and Recreation has on our local economy. From hosting major athletic tournaments 

and special events that fill hotels with tourists, to increasing property values and the 
tax base, the department’s $24.6 million budget can be directly attributed to over $28 

million in economic gain to our community. In 2010, an in-depth economic analysis 

was completed for the Mecklenburg County Park and Recreation Department.        
The results clearly show how tax dollars spent on P&R operations, facilities, and    

programs directly contribute to a stronger economy, higher property values, and   
increased personal wealth. 
 

More than 3 out of 4 Americans participate in active outdoor recreation. In the State of NC they contribute 
more than $7.5 billion to the state economy, support 95,000 jobs, generate $430 million in annual state tax 

revenue, and produces $6.1 billion in retail sales and services.  (Outdoor Industry Foundation 2006) 

Tourism Impacts 
With nearly 18,000 acres of land, over 200 parks, 35 miles of greenways, 204 athletic fields, 158 picnic 

areas, an indoor aquatic center, Ray’s Splash Planet, Memorial Stadium, 26 recreation centers, 5 golf 
courses, 3 nature centers, a 56-site campground, boat launches for the lakes, partners such as the   

US National Whitewater Center, Rural Hill, and the Carolina Raptor Center, and unique facilities such  
as dog parks, spray grounds, skate parks, disc golf courses, an equestrian center, a sailing center,   

and BMX track, its easy to see why so many folks visit Charlotte and the county.  
 

Tourists = economic impact. They spend money in restaurants, sleep in hotels, and pay to visit 

attractions. The impact of tourism cannot be overstated. In fact, tourism is the 1st, 2nd or 3rd largest 
industry in every state! Tourism also contributes significantly to our local economy. Charlotte’s 18   

million annual visitors spend $3.5 Billion locally. 
 

 How big an impact is Park and Rec on our local tourism?  Of the  

 18 million yearly tourists, economists determined roughly 311,000  
 came specifically because of parks - either because of a specific  

 event or more generally because of the park’s simple beauty, for  
 instance visiting the 1,300 acre Latta Plantation Nature Preserve.  

 Of those tourists, approximately 151,700 stayed overnight in  
 a hotel, 71,000 stayed with friends or family, and 88,500  

 came just for the day. Converted into spending for food,  

 lodging and incidentals, tourists spent over $53 million   
 in our community due to our parks.  
 

 In addition, this resulted in $4.3 million additional sales tax revenue to the county, which helps to offset local taxes. 
 

 

Total spending by tourists in 2009 who visited our community specifically because of parks or park events  

was $53,600,000. This results in local job creation and higher tax receipts which offset local property taxes.  
 

 
High quality parks and open space are one of the most important contributors to tourism - and tourism is one of the number one growth industries  
in much of America. Virtually every study of traveler motivations has shown that along with rest and recreation, visiting scenic areas and historic  
sites are among the top two or three reasons why people travel. Additionally, five New England state governors officially recognized open space  

as a key element in the 'quality of life' in their region. They credited 'quality of life' as providing the foundation of a multi-billion dollar  

Events such as the Loch Norman 
Highland Games and Bark in the 

Park each attract nearly 15,000 

people every year. 

The National Softball Association World 
Series attracts 300 teams to Charlotte.  



Increased Property Values 
The impact of parks and open space on property values is well researched. Studies 

consistently show parks have a positive impact on nearby property values. 
Evidence shows that most people are willing to pay more for a home close to a nice 

park, nature preserve, or public open space. Called “hedonic value” by economists - 
real estate agents call it “location, location, location.” This phenomenon is no different 

than other nearby amenities that increase property values, such as transit stops, 

schools, beaches, golf courses, mountain views, etc. Incidentally, property values    
go up even if the resident never goes into or uses the nearby park.  
 

 In 2010, economists conservatively calculated   

 the impact of Mecklenburg County parks on  
 property values. Although properties up to 2,000  

 feet away from parks experience increases, the  

 study only included residential properties within  
 500 feet of parklands. The study found that over  

 the past four years there was a 3.33% park      
 effect - or an additional $8,032 in average sale value per unit due to proximity to 

the park. Combined this was over $10 million. This is direct revenue generated by parks for individuals who sold homes 

near parks. Higher property values and sales also lead to higher tax revenues, off setting the need to raise taxes or cut     
services. How big were these impacts in 2009? 
 
 

Total Economic Benefit to Sellers in 2009 ................. $10,030,210 
Total Increased Tax Benefit to the County in 2009 .... $3,913,564 

 Attracting Retirees & Small Business Owners 
 By the year 2050, approximately 1 in every 4 Americans will be 65 years of age or   

 older. With an average life expectancy of between 75 and 83, this is a significant  
 population group, both in size and affluence. These retirees want communities  

 that provide leisure and recreation amenities. Of 14 features that impact a  
 retiree’s decision to move or relocate, the first three in rank order are: scenic  

 beauty, recreational opportunities, and mild climate. 
 

 Charlotte is fortunate to have a mild climate, but our             

 scenic beauty and recreational opportunities play an 
even greater role in not just attracting retirees, but also in keeping them here. While it 

has been shown that park and recreation amenities are key ingredients to attracting   
relatively affluent retirees to a community, the converse is also true. Communities lose 

these individuals and their positive financial impacts to strong recreational communities. 

One study found of 26 items known to “push” retirees from their home towns to other 
locations for retirement, the 2nd and 3rd highest ranked items referred to recreational 

opportunities. Only the desire to get away from cold weather scored higher. The results 
suggest communities that fail to provide a high number of recreational opportunities for 

retirees are likely to have this tax base eroded.  
 

In terms of attracting businesses, especially small business owners, the importance of park, recreation and open space 

amenities cannot be overstated. This was evident in a study of key decision makers from 174 businesses that relocated, 
expanded, or had been launched in Colorado in a 5-year period. Small business decision-makers were influenced       

particularly strongly because they reported that quality of life was their main reason for locating there. Among six     
elements used to measure quality of life, these small business decision-makers ranked the element of park, 

recreation, and open space as being most important. This finding is especially salient because analysts constantly 

reiterate that future growth is likely to come primarily from small businesses. 
 

 
Cities with strong park and recreation amenities attract small businesses and retirees. 

 
 
 

Elderly adults tend to live longer if their homes are near a park or other green space, regardless of their social or economic status.  

Studies show residential values can increase 
up to 20% for properties adjacent to parks. 



ENVIRONMENT - PARK & REC KEEPS IT GREEN 
In addition to providing countless recreational opportunities, the 18,000+ acres of County 

parklands also protect our drinking water, improve air quality, and protect critical habitat 

for numerous rare and endangered species. The benefits of preserving and protecting 
open space, natural areas, tree canopy, shorelines and critical watersheds is well       

documented. These benefits extend to everyone living in the region, regardless of 
whether they actually visit or use the parks. For nearly 40 years, your Park and Recreation 

Department has been working hard to acquire and preserve parklands throughout the 

county. To learn more about the numerous environmental benefits of parklands, continue 
reading how Park and Recreation “Keeps it Green.” 

 
According to a 2009 Gallup poll, pollution of drinking water is Americans’ number one environmental concern.    

It ranks higher than air pollution, loss of rain forests, extinctions and global warming. 

Protecting Our Drinking Water 
Over 3,800 acres of county nature preserves protect nearly 20 miles of shoreline at Mountain Island Lake, the source of drinking 

water for over one million people. The preserves help protect the lake’s watershed and important tributaries such as Gar Creek, 
which flows into the lake just upstream of the Charlotte/Mecklenburg Utilities drinking water intake. Across the country and 

throughout the world municipalities are realizing it is cheaper to protect water sources through open space preservation than it    
is to clean the water after being impaired. Simply put, watershed protection is widely considered the best way of 

maintaining the quality of drinking water in the long term.  
 

In 2002, The Trust for Public Land and American Water Works Association conducted 

a study of 27 water suppliers and discovered the more forest cover a watershed 
has, the fewer dollars suppliers must spend on treatment costs. According to 

the study, for every 10% increase in the source area’s forest cover, treatment and 
chemical costs decreased approximately 20%, up to about 60% forest cover. For 

example, when 60% of the watershed is forested, average annual treatment costs 

are $297,110. When only 10% is forested, average annual costs rise to $923,450. 
 

Consider this: New York City is spending $1.5 billion to protect watershed properties in   
upstate NY where its drinking water originates. Seems like a lot of money, until you consider 

the alternative was an $8 billion water filtration plant that would require $300 million a year 
to operate. Since its inception in 1997, NY City has protected approximately 118,000 acres, 

up from 42,000 acres in 2002.  
 

“The remarkable success of our Land Acquisition Program is one of the single biggest reasons why NYC Water remains 

the best," said Commissioner Holloway. "Since 1997, we have secured roughly 118,000 acres to preserve the quality of 
our water, which serves nine million New Yorkers every day." NY City's program, one of the most comprehensive in the 

world, has been so successful at protecting the integrity of city's water supply that the EPA awarded the City a 10-year 
Filtration Avoidance Determination in 2007. The successful program is one of the main reasons New York remains one  

of only five large cities in the US that is not required to filter its drinking water. The other cities are Boston, Portland, 

San Francisco and Seattle. 

 

In 2010, economists determined Mecklenburg County parklands reduce stormwater runoff by 549 million cubic 
feet per year, resulting in $18.9 million in annual stormwater treatment savings.  

 
 

Mecklenburg County parklands protect the source of your drinking water, improve water quality, and decrease water treatment costs. 

View of Mountain Island Lake from Buzzard 
Rock, Latta Plantation Nature Preserve 



Improving Air Quality 
Over 77% of Mecklenburg County’s 18,340 acres of parklands are covered 

with trees, protecting 3.7 to 4.7 million trees. In addition to the numerous 
psychological, cooling, erosion, and stormwater benefits these trees provide, 

they are also constantly removing air pollutants such as nitrogen dioxide, 
sulfur dioxide, carbon monoxide, and ozone - a major pollutant in the region 

and source of our Ozone Action Days. Air pollution is known to impair health, 

damage structures, and create both environmental and economic problems.  
 

Consider this: In 2006, during his annual State of the City address, Mayor John Hickenlooper announced an ambitious 
tree program, with the goal of adding one million trees in the metropolitan Denver area by the year 2025. Called the 

“Mile High Million”, the program has planted over 220,000 trees to date. Denver estimates: 250,000 trees over 10 years 
will save 7 million kilowatt hours of electricity, 500,000 new trees over 20 years will save $2.7 million in electricity costs, 

750,000 new trees over 20 years will mitigate over 1 million pounds of air pollution, and 1 million new trees over   

 40 years will remove nearly 300 million pounds of CO2 from the atmosphere.  
 

 In 2007, New York City started the MillionTreesNYC program, which also has a goal  
 of planting 1 million new trees. Over 430,000 trees have already been planted. The  

 scope of the project is impressive, but so is the strategic planning behind it. For        
 example, a detailed study revealed the absolute maximum new street trees that   

 could fit in the remaining street spaces was 220,000. The ambitious target of new  

 street trees chosen: 220,000. Not only that, the city focused street tree planting in  
 six neighborhoods, where they found low existing trees stocks and high hospital   

admission rates for asthma for children under age five. Not to be outdone, both Los Angeles and Sacramento have    
million tree campaigns. For every dollar spent on a tree, LA expects to realize a $2.80 return from energy savings,     

pollution reduction, stormwater management and increased property values. 
 

These initiatives are being implemented in addition to existing park systems and land acquisition programs. These cities 

understand the economic and environmental benefits of trees. Here in Mecklenburg, the benefits of our parkland trees 
have been calculated. While the findings are significant, imagine what another million protected trees would provide….. 

 
 

Mecklenburg County parklands remove over 1.5 million tons of air pollution every year.  
Total value of this air pollution removal service equals $3,889,000 per year  

Preserving Our Natural Heritage  

Mecklenburg County is home to a diverse array of natural communities including upland    

depression swamp forests, Piedmont prairies, rich upland forests and moist floodplains.     
Surprisingly for an urban community, Mecklenburg County’s wildlife diversity remains 

rich with over 650 wild animal species formally documented as of 2010, including  
24 species of amphibians, 40 reptiles, 40 mammals, 112 butterflies, and 302 birds, as well as 

1,500+ plant species - ferns, wildflowers, shrubs, and trees.  
 

Mecklenburg County began preserving natural areas more than thirty years ago. During the 

1970’s and 1980’s, federal grants purchased several park areas, such as McDowell and Latta 
Plantation. In the early 1990’s, Cowan’s Ford Wildlife Refuge was purchased to help protect 

the Mountain Island Lake watershed. In 1992, the City and County Park and Recreation     
Departments merged, resulting in the addition of Reedy Creek. This early land preservation 

helped formed the foundation for today’s Nature Preserve System.   
 

Nature Preserves preserve the unique features and natural beauty of Mecklenburg County for 

future generations to enjoy, while protecting watersheds and providing habitat for rare and 
endangered species. Properly managed nature preserves can provide long-term protection for 

many of our natural communities and common, rare, and endangered species, and provide 
endless recreation and educational opportunities to millions of visitors. The system has now 

grown to 21 preserves, encompassing 6,867 acres. This is roughly 1/3 of the nearly 18,000+ 

acre overall park system, but represents less than 2% of all county land. 
 
 

Research shows the psychological benefits of green space increases with biological diversity. 
 

Marshall Park, Charlotte  

Torrence Creek Greenway, Huntersville 

Endangered Schweinitz’s sunflower, 
White-spotted Slimy Salamander, 

bobcat photo from wildlife survey at 

McDowell Nature Preserve.  


