THE GREAT URBANIZATION
Take a look at a bird’s eye view of Charlotte-Mecklenburg.
Beautiful isn’t it?

Tree lined streets.
Sidewalks filled with runners.
Concrete patios that hold family and friends.
Shopping centers and other buildings where we go to work.
Now consider that the City of Charlotte has a total of
2.2 billion square feet of impervious surfaces where rain
can’t soak into the ground.
In order to better understand the challenge, imagine just
one inch of rainfall on the 300-square mile footprint of
Charlotte. The result is over 5 billion gallons of rainfall
that could fill 16 Bank of America Stadiums. That’s a lot of
rain that has to go somewhere!
Most of the rainwater makes its way to Charlotte’s vast
storm drainage system. It includes over 150,000 storm
drain inlets, 3,800 miles of drainage pipes underground
and 2,400 miles of open drainage (ditches and streams).
It is critical that the system is maintained and improved
over time to support a thriving city. This very important
work is funded through the Storm Water Services fee.
“The rain collects pollutants that can be harmful to
the environment as it moves over the impervious area
to the drainage system,” says Joe Hecksher, Business
Manager, Storm Water Services. To reduce the harmful
impact of those pollutants, Storm Water Services
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builds and rehabilitates ponds, streams, and wetlands.
The Storm Water Services fee is based on a property’s
impervious surface area such as rooftops, driveways and
private walkways. The more impervious surfaces, the
more stormwater runoff flows from the property into the
storm drainage system. Homes with the least amount of
impervious surface area pay the lowest fee.
And that’s where Andy Goretti, Manager of the
Mecklenburg County Mapping and Project Services
Division, comes in. “The purpose for mapping impervious
features is to accurately create a base map for areas to be
billed via a fee,” explained Goretti.
The fees go toward maintaining streams and stormwater
infrastructure. According to Hecksher, a little over $58
million was spent within the City of Charlotte in fiscal year
2018 for this work.
Prior to 2010, the City of Charlotte mapped commercial
areas and Mecklenburg County staff mapped residential
areas, while billing was in a completely different
department.
“This made mapping and customer response a nightmare,”
said Goretti. “By joining all of us into a merged central
location we have smoothed multiple processes and provide
excellent and timely customer support to impervious
mapping and billing issues.” Hecksher says the overall
improvements have resulted in “increased communication
and collaboration which leads to better decision making,
resource allocation, project management and cost savings.”
Goretti’s job is to make sure the maps are as accurate as
possible. He and his team use aerial and oblique digital
imagery in a process known as “heads-up digitizing.” The

mapping GIS software provided by ESRI and the imagery
from Eagleview Pictometry has a high grade, 4-inch
accuracy rating and is a 99% paperless process.
In the past, mapping required digitizing tablets to register
coordinates taken from printed plans and surveys. “This
process was time consuming and yielded inaccuracies,”
said Goretti. Today, it’s a more accurate and faster process.
“There are other processes around the country that provide
mapping,” says Goretti, “but very few are as dependable
and accurate as the process we use here in Charlotte and
Mecklenburg County.”
The technology is so accurate it allows technicians to
see under and around all vertical obstacles such as trees,
building over hangs and eaves to capture the most detailed
impervious features.
In the future, Goretti expects the process to be even more
precise and timely. “We are beginning to utilize unmanned
aerial vehicle (UAV) or drone technology to fly and map
a newly constructed site in the same day,” he said. It’s a
technique that has already showed promise in early tests.
Yet, even with all the technology, the mapping itself is still
done by highly trained technicians who update the maps on
a 6-month cycle for new construction.
“The data that we produce daily shows no slowdown in
sight. Parcel layers are growing to a point where we are
past 400,000 parcels in the county.” Goretti said.
You can bet Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm Water Services
will be on the front lines of all that growth.
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