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Section 1 Introduction  

 

 

1.1 Purpose 

 

The purpose of this document is to provide information regarding the different water quality 

buffers that exist in Charlotte-Mecklenburg and the various ordinance requirements regarding 

their protection.  In addition, this document will describe the process that must be followed to 

request approval to disturb a water quality buffer and the actions necessary to restore buffers that 

have been impacted due to noncompliance with ordinance requirements.   

 

1.2 Background 

 

Water quality buffers are naturally vegetated areas adjacent to a water body that serve the 

following functions: 

Å protect water quality by filtering pollutants contained in the storm water runoff; 

Å physically protect and separate surface waters from future disturbance or encroachment; 

Å allow water to soak into the ground and recharge groundwater supplies; 

Å provide storage for floodwaters; 

Å allow channels to meander naturally; 

Å provide suitable habitats for wildlife; 

Å provide shade to reduce water temperatures; and 

Å provide channel stability through root mass.  

 

Storm drain pipes end at the edge of the buffer and energy dissipaters are installed at the outlets 

to diffuse storm water flow and facilitate pollutant removal (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: How a Water Quality Buffer Works to Filter Pollutants 
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Four (4) different types of water quality buffers exist in Charlotte-Mecklenburg as required by 

various ordinances adopted by the City of Charlotte, Mecklenburg County and the six (6) Towns 

between 1993 and 2008.  The buffer requirements differ slightly based on jurisdiction and buffer 

type.  In 1993, the first water quality buffers were established along the streams and lakes located 

in the drinking water supply watersheds draining directly to the Catawba River in western 

Mecklenburg County.  These buffers were developed to protect the drinking water supply 

reservoirs along the Catawba, including Lake Norman, Mountain Island Lake and Lake Wylie.  

In 1999, the Surface Water Improvement and Management or S.W.I.M. buffers were established 

along all the streams in Charlotte-Mecklenburg.  The purpose of these buffers is much more 

encompassing and includes the buffer functions listed on the previous page.  S.W.I.M. buffers 

were the first to be applied county-wide.  In 2007 and 2008, the post-construction storm water 

ordinances were adopted that require 30-foot buffers with a no built-upon area along streams 

with smaller drainages not covered by S.W.I.M.  In addition, some buffer widths were increased 

under post-construction and the Goose Creek and Six Mile Creek buffers were established, 

which are the largest and most restrictive buffers in Charlotte-Mecklenburg.  Each new buffer 

ordinance that was adopted added to the previous buffer requirements, which were allowed to 

remain in the local ordinances.  This was done to ensure that there are no gaps in the buffer 

coverage due to grandfathering.  For example, the S.W.I.M. buffer ordinances (or requirements, 

rules) were left intact when the post-construction buffer ordinances were adopted so that 

developments grandfathered under post-construction would in most cases still be required to 

comply with the S.W.I.M. buffers.  In all situations where two (2) or more buffer types apply to 

the same stream segment, the buffer that is more protective of water quality will apply.  Provided 

below is a summary of the four (4) different buffer types in Charlotte-Mecklenburg. 

    

1. Water Supply Watershed Buffers ï The water supply watershed buffer requirements went 

into effect in the City of Charlotte, Mecklenburg County and the Towns of Davidson, 

Cornelius and Huntersville between 1993 and 2001 through the adoption of water supply 

watershed rules as part of the respective jurisdictionsô zoning ordinances.  These buffer 

requirements apply to the shoreline of the Catawba River lakes and the perennial streams 

that drain to them, as well as the ponds they intersect, as delineated by a solid blue line on 

the 1: 24,000 scale (7.5 minute) quadrangle topographic maps prepared by the United 

States Geologic Survey (USGS).  Appendix 1 contains a map illustrating the areas of 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg subject to the water supply watershed buffer requirements.  The 

purpose of these buffers is to protect the public water supplies in Lake Norman, 

Mountain Island Lake, and Lake Wylie and to comply with the N.C. Water Supply 

Watershed Classification and Protection Act (NCGS 143-214.5).  These buffers do not 

have zones and are to be left predominantly undisturbed.  They vary in width from 30, 

40, 50 and 100 feet or the entire 100-year floodplain depending on the density of the 

development and its location in the watershed.  Appendix 2 provides an overview of the 

water supply watershed buffer requirements in a tabular format. 

 

2. Surface Water Improvement & Management (S.W.I.M.) Buffers ï The S.W.I.M. buffer 

requirements went into effect in all the jurisdictions in Charlotte-Mecklenburg between 

1999 and 2000 through the adoption of the S.W.I.M. buffer rules as part of the respective 

jurisdictionsô zoning ordinances.  These buffer requirements apply to the streams and the 

ponds that they intersect in Charlotte-Mecklenburg and not to the shoreline of the 
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Catawba River lakes.  S.W.I.M. buffers apply to intermittent and perennial streams that 

drain >100 acres in the City of Charlotte, Mecklenburg County and the Town of 

Pineville.  S.W.I.M. buffers apply to streams draining >50 acres in the Towns of 

Cornelius, Davidson, Huntersville, Matthews, and Mint Hill.  The purpose of these 

buffers is to physically protect and streams and ponds from future disturbance or 

encroachment, filter pollutants, store floodwaters, provide habitat, and contribute to the 

ñgreen infrastructureò within Charlotte-Mecklenburg.  S.W.I.M. buffers in all 

jurisdictions except the Town of Cornelius are divided into three (3) zones with varying 

restrictions, including the stream side zone (located immediately adjacent to the water 

body with no disturbance allowed), managed use zone (located adjacent to the stream 

side zone with minimal disturbance allowed), and upland zone (located adjacent to the 

managed use zone with clearing and lawns allowed).  S.W.I.M. buffers in the Town of 

Cornelius do not have zones and are to be left undisturbed.  All S.W.I.M. buffers vary in 

width depending on the size of the upstream drainage area.  The width of the zones 

within these buffers also varies.  Appendix 3 provides a summary of the S.W.I.M. buffer 

requirements as well as an illustration of the different S.W.I.M. buffer zones. 

 

3. Post-Construction Buffers ï The post-construction buffer requirements went into effect 

on June 30, 2007 in Mecklenburg County and the six (6) Towns, and July 1, 2008 in the 

City of Charlotte, through the adoption of post-construction ordinances contained in 

either the respective jurisdictionsô existing zoning ordinances or their City Code.  These 

buffer requirements apply to intermittent and perennial streams and the ponds that they 

intersect in Charlotte-Mecklenburg and not to the shoreline of the Catawba River lakes.  

Buffer requirements vary based on established post-construction districts.  Appendix 4 

contains a map that illustrates these districts.  The purpose of these buffers is to establish 

storm water management requirements and controls to prevent water quality degradation 

to the extent practicable and to comply with Phase I and Phase II Storm Water Permit 

requirements (NCGS 143-214.7).  In general terms, post-construction buffers are an 

expansion of the S.W.I.M. buffer requirements to include streams with smaller drainages, 

but in several jurisdictions and watersheds these buffers go significantly beyond the 

requirements established by S.W.I.M.  Appendix 5 provides an overview of the post-

construction buffer requirements in a tabular format. 

 

4. Goose Creek and Six Mile Creek Buffers ï The Goose Creek buffer requirements went 

into effect on February 1, 2009 for intermittent and perennial streams and the ponds that 

they intersect in the Goose Creek Watershed in the Towns of Mint Hill  and Matthews.  

They are currently administered by Mecklenburg County Storm Water Services under 

delegated authority from the N.C. Environmental Management Commission.  The Six 

Mile Creek buffer requirements went into effect with the adoption of the City of 

Charlotteôs post-construction ordinance on July 1, 2008 and apply to intermittent and 

perennial streams and the ponds that they intersect located in the Six Mile Creek 

watershed.  The Six Mile Creek buffer requirements are administered by Charlotte Storm 

Water Services.  The Goose Creek and Six Mile Creek buffers are incorporated into the 

Town of Mint Hill and City of Charlotte post-construction ordinances, respectively.  

These buffers are distinguished by the fact that both exist for the protection of the 

Carolina heelsplitter, which is a federally-endangered species of freshwater mussel.  
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Disturbances are not allowed in these buffers unless specifically listed in the ñTable of 

Usesò contained in Appendix 6.  Appendix 5 provides an overview of the Goose and Six 

Mile Creek buffer requirements in a tabular format. 

 

The widths of the four (4) buffer types described above vary significantly throughout Charlotte-

Mecklenburg.  Refer to Appendices 2, 3 and 5 for the buffer widths associated with the different 

buffer types.  One similarity shared by all stream buffers in Charlotte-Mecklenburg is that their 

widths are measured horizontally on a line perpendicular to the stream, landward from the top of 

the bank on each side of the stream.  The widths of the lake buffers contained in the water supply 

watershed rules are measured in the same manner but the measurement originates from the full 

pond elevation of each reservoir and not the top of the bank (see Section 2.1.3).      

 

Water quality buffers are protected to varying extents depending on the type of buffer as 

described above and the jurisdiction where it is located.  For all buffer types, new structures are 

not allowed in the buffer, including outbuildings, septic systems, home expansions, swimming 

pools, etc., except gazebos and storage buildings are allowed in the upland zone of S.W.I.M. 

buffers provided they are for non-commercial use and do not exceed 150 square feet.   In 

addition, existing trees are to remain in place for most buffer types with a few exceptions in 

S.W.I.M. and post-construction buffers.  Section 4 contains additional detail regarding the 

allowable water quality buffer disturbances. 
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Section 2 Applicability  

 

 

2.1 POLARIS  

 

The best tool currently available for determining if a buffer requirement might apply to a parcel 

is the Property Ownership and Land Records Information System or POLARIS 3G located at 

http://polaris3g.mecklenburgcountync.gov/.  POLARIS is an interactive mapping system 

available on the Internet that works by accessing and retrieving maps and GIS data layers 

associated with real property in Charlotte-Mecklenburg.  Mecklenburg Countyôs GIS 

Department developed and maintains the system.  Figure 2 provides a sample of the buffer 

coverage available in POLARIS.  By following the steps described below, POLARIS can be 

used to access data layers and maps for a parcel to determine if a water quality buffer applies. 

1. Enter Parcel ID # or address and depress Enter (upper left side of screen). 

2. Select ñLayers/Labelsò (upper left side of screen). 

3. Select ñWater Quality Buffers (SWIM)ò and ñPost Construction Buffersò (left side of 

screen). 

4. Select ñLegendò (upper left side of screen) to identify the type of buffer indicated on the 

parcel as illustrated in Figure 2 below. 

Figure 2: Identifying the Type of Buffer Using POLARIS 

 

A parcel that is indicated in POLARIS as having a water quality buffer may or may not be 

subject to buffer requirements under the law.  The final  determination regarding the applicability 

of a water quality buffer to a parcel of land should be made utilizing the following three (3) steps 

as described further in the proceeding subsections: 

1. Review of the applicability and exemption provisions of the applicable ordinance(s); 
















































































































































































































































