The Volunteer Army
Irwin Creek

A mother pushes her stroller down a neighborhood street
stopping for a moment to place a marker on a storm drain.
A young child smiles as he picks up trash along a creek.
A group of Boy Scouts enthusiastically plant trees among
hundreds of other people of all ages.
These are the snapshots of just a few members of the
volunteer army that help Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm
Water Services. If you think calling it a volunteer army
sounds exaggerated, consider this.
In fiscal year 2018 there were 4,464 volunteers who saved
Storm Water Services an estimated $107,761 in man-hours.
Volunteers offer a savings of about 24 dollars an hour but
it’s more than saving money. They save time for staff
by reporting critical information that can help pinpoint
problem areas or pollution sources.

Deania Russo, a Senior Environmental Specialist who
oversees volunteer efforts, says “We are one of the go-to
organizations for service hours.”
Torrence agrees. “It seems that employers and schools have
increasingly encouraged volunteer activities,” she says. “So,
it’s been nice to see the younger generations coming out to
the events.” It doesn’t matter to Russo why someone comes,
she’s just happy that they do! “When you can see a kid out
at one of our events and you see that lightbulb go off when

Irwin Creek

Chandra Torrence, 46, has participated with the adopt-astream program since 2012.
“Cleaning the creek is a great combination of supporting
environmental efforts, getting back to nature, and an urban
treasure hunt,” says Torrence, co-owner of Birdsong
Brewing.
“After opening the brewery, the NoDa Neighborhood
Greenification Committee invited us to join their efforts
maintaining the nearby section of Little Sugar Creek,”
says Torrence. She was happy to oblige. Torrence has also
helped with the storm drain marking program and a tree
planting event. After all, water quality is important for
Birdsong Brewing. “Water is the number one ingredient in
beer!” says Torrence.
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they realize that ‘I am making a real difference’ it’s great!”
It’s not just about getting a piece of paper signed to
complete service hours. She’s seen hundreds of teachable
moments that leave a lasting impact.

It’s a feeling that makes her proud of the work. “Not
everyone can go to work every day and feel like they are
making a difference,” says Russo.
Volunteers are instrumental in several areas…
•
•
•
•
•
•

Adopt-A-Stream
Storm Drain Marking
Tree Planting and Maintenance
The Big Spring Clean
Second Saturday Events
Reporting Pollution and Stream Blockages

The Adopt-A-Stream Program and the Storm Drain
Marking Program have been around since the 1990’s.

It was an innovative idea from a staffer that caught on
like wildfire.
Russo attributes much of the growth of the volunteer effort
to social media. In the past five years Storm Water Services
has grown all of their social media accounts using it as a
vehicle to promote the volunteer programs.
“That’s the way a lot of people get their information,”
Russo says. “The use and growth of social media and how
we are using it as team, and our efforts that we’ve put
in to making sure we have new updates, and that we’re
responsive. I think that’s really helped with our program
growth and people knowing that we are even out there.”

The Adopt-A-Stream Program requires the biggest
commitment, requiring volunteers to clean up the stream
twice a year. The extra eyeballs make a real impact
on keeping the more than 3,000 miles of streams in
Mecklenburg County safe and clean. “They’re also helping
us identify problems that might be present in the stream,”
says Russo.

For Torrence, it is the perfect volunteer option for someone
who enjoys the outdoors and likes to see the results of
their work. “The creek cleanup and storm drain marking
activities are good for all ages and allow you to work
at your own pace. The tree planting can be a little more
strenuous,” she admits but says “it’s so nice to come back
to the area to see how they’ve grown.”

The Storm Drain Marking Program is a much simpler but
every bit as important concept. Volunteers can request a kit
to be mailed to their house complete with markers, adhesive,
safety vest, gloves and paperwork. Then volunteers place
signs on unmarked storm drains in the areas near them. An
updated interactive map is found on the website.

Russo appreciates every volunteer who takes the time
to help in whatever way they can. She knows there are a
lot of options out there for people to volunteer. “We’ve
worked hard to get our message out there and our programs
out there and modify things that we do to make it a
good experience.”

“It’s a good program with as fast as Charlotte is developing
there’s new storm drains going in all the time” Russo said.

The appreciation goes both ways. Torrence says,
“Storm Water Services has been a great partner. They
are organized, provide information and supplies, and
work with us to make sure our events are successful.”

One of the most surprising successes of the volunteer
programs is the Second Saturday event. Held every month,
the stream cleanup regularly generates 50-100 volunteers.

It’s hard work on both sides that’s paying off big time.

Chantilly Ecological Sanctuary
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