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The size of someone’s platform does 
not equal the value of their story. 
Climate journalists help people tell the 
story of how climate change impacts 
them. 

Climate journalists rely on subject 
matter experts to break news 
accurately. They talk to experts, read 
studies, attend meetings and shadow 
research. 

Weather and climate are not the same 
thing. But climate journalists connect 
weather-related disasters to the 
broader patterns, science and history 
that lead to wildfires, severe storms 
and droughts behaving differently. 

Climate change is an issue that affects 
everyone, so everyone should be able 
to follow the conversation. Climate 
journalists translate the work that 
emergency managers, farmers and 
many others do. 

What does a climate reporter do?
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https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-06-07/if-this-river-could-sue-the-mountain-valley-pipeline-gets-a-rights-of-nature-hearing
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-06-07/if-this-river-could-sue-the-mountain-valley-pipeline-gets-a-rights-of-nature-hearing
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-06-27/n-c-biologists-mount-search-and-rescue-operation-for-americas-largest-salamander-before-dam-removal
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-06-27/n-c-biologists-mount-search-and-rescue-operation-for-americas-largest-salamander-before-dam-removal
https://www.instagram.com/wfae/reel/DIB9CbrM_2X/
https://www.instagram.com/wfae/reel/DIB9CbrM_2X/
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-09-11/north-carolina-corn-farmer-uses-new-tech-and-old-techniques-to-weather-drought


Groundwater

Surface water

Where does my water come from?

N.C. waters

Includes: wells, springs and aquifers
Most private wells and some utilities in North Carolina rely 
on groundwater. The Richardson Water Treatment Plant in 
New Hanover County draws water from two aquifers and 
treats it with a reverse osmosis membrane. 

Includes: rivers, lakes and reservoirs
A Riverkeeper represents most river basins in the state; 
they can provide more information about water quality 
issues threatening the waters in the area. 

Groundwater and surface waters interact. When companies 
store waste in unlined pits, pollutants can leach into the 
groundwater and contaminate nearby surface waters. In 
North Carolina, groundwater usually flows into surface 
water. 

1 in 4

17

Section 12Section 2

N.C. homes rely on 
private well water

River basins in
North Carolina

+400
New miles added

to N.C. 303(d) list

https://phys.org/news/2024-10-white-paper-private-wells-policy.html
https://www.cfpua.org/837/Richardson-Water-Treatment-Plant
https://www.ncdoi.com/osfm/safekids/Documents/Riverkeepers.pdf
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2019-04-01/nc-orders-duke-to-dig-up-coal-ash-at-all-remaining-sites
https://ncnewsline.com/2024/03/21/troubled-waters-deq-proposes-adding-400-miles-of-streams-rivers-to-impaired-list/


Water Quality

William Bartram
“[...] and having gained its summit, 
enjoyed a most enchanting view; a 
vast expanse of green meadows 
and strawberry fields; a meandering 
river gliding through, saluting in its 
various turnings the swelling, green, 
turfy knolls, embellished with 
parterres of flowers and fruitful 
strawberry beds; flocks of turkeys 
strolling about them [...]” 
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https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/63678/pg63678-images.html


NC biologists mount 
‘search-and-rescue 
operation’ for America’s 
largest salamander before 
dam removal

90.7 WFAE
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https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-06-27/n-c-biologists-mount-search-and-rescue-operation-for-americas-largest-salamander-before-dam-removal
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-06-27/n-c-biologists-mount-search-and-rescue-operation-for-americas-largest-salamander-before-dam-removal
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-06-27/n-c-biologists-mount-search-and-rescue-operation-for-americas-largest-salamander-before-dam-removal
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-06-27/n-c-biologists-mount-search-and-rescue-operation-for-americas-largest-salamander-before-dam-removal
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2024-06-27/n-c-biologists-mount-search-and-rescue-operation-for-americas-largest-salamander-before-dam-removal
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/9qTg0gbYyc8


What is good water quality?

● The 1972 Clean Water Act aimed to make U.S. waters “fishable” 
and “swimmable.” When waters don’t meet that criteria, they can 
wind up on the state’s 303(d) list. 

● The presence of indicator species, such as the Eastern 
Hellbender, suggests that the water is clean and relatively free 
of pollution.

● Scientists collect bottom-dwelling creatures, called 
macroinvertebrates, like snails, worms and insect larvae to infer 
water quality. 

● Rivers, lakes and wetlands rely on vegetation to slow erosion 
and trap runoff. The forested area that surrounds these 
waters is called a riparian buffer. 

● Turbidity measures how clear the water is. Sediment 
pollution increases turbidity, making it difficult and 
expensive for water treatment plants. It also hurts sight 
predators, like the bluegill. 

https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-40/chapter-I/subchapter-D/part-130/section-130.7


The economics of good water

Outdoor recreation

Water treatment

Public health

● Trout rely on free-flowing, clean water to thrive. In 2022, trout fishers spent 
over  $587 million on trip-related expenses in North Carolina. 

● Outdoor recreation, including fishing, hiking and paddling, generated $197.5 
million in county-level tax revenues in 2023. 

● Thousands converge on Saluda, NC, for the annual Green River Race. 

● When sediment pollution increase, the cost to treat that water also rises … 
along with customers’ bills. 

● The Town of Pittsboro purchased a nearly $3.5 million granulated activated 
carbon filtration system to filter out PFAS. 

● Septic contamination rates for private wells vary widely in North Carolina. The 
cost to test those wells also varies greatly by county — a household in Iredell 
County may spend as much as $4,000 over 5 years on private well sampling.  

● In North Carolina, private well contamination causes most emergency 
department visits for acute gastrointestinal illness, costing an estimated 
$39.9 million annually. 
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https://www.ncwildlife.gov/ncwrc-trout-report-final/open#:~:text=On%20average%2C%20North%20Carolina%20trout,in%202022%20was%20%241.38%20billion.
https://madexmtns.com/wnc-outdoor-recreation-survey/
https://madexmtns.com/wnc-outdoor-recreation-survey/
https://www.npr.org/2022/11/07/1134685402/north-carolinas-green-river-race-draws-hundreds-to-help-with-helene-clean-up
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0921800921001920#:~:text=On%20average%2C%20one%2Dpercent%20increase,economic%20incentives%20and%20landscape%20protection.
https://pittsboronc.gov/514/Water-Quality-GAC
https://epi.dph.ncdhhs.gov/oee/docs/TotalColiformBacteriaEcoliAndPrivateWells.pdf
https://dataverse.unc.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.15139/S3/QNMWMQ
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5047767/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5047767/


Threats to good water

Ryan E. Emanuel, 
author of On the Swamp: Fighting for Indigenous 
Environmental Justice

“I commonly tell students in my environmental science classes that there is no free 
lunch. By this, I mean that efforts to modify and manage the environment always 
have consequences, often negative ones. The negative consequences are relatively 
clear for wetland drainage. They include not only loss of flood protection for 
downstream areas but also loss of fish and wildlife habitat and — for Indigenous 
peoples — loss of connections to the rhythms and idiosyncrasies of rivers that 
formed our communities, shaped our cultures, and influenced our histories. To 
reforge these connections may or may not require a radical replumbing of previously 
altered landscapes, but in either case, it will require a rekindling or respect for water 
as a force that both gives and takes away.” 

Section 12Section 5



Threats to good water

⬤ Aging Infrastructure
A 2022 study of tap water in 
N.C. childcare facilities found 
detectable lead levels in most 
testing sites. 

⬤  Flooding
Helene left Asheville city 
residents without water for 
over 50 days. 

⬤  Drought & Wildfires
More severe wildfires may 
scorch the soil, increasing 
erosion.

⬤  Sea-level Rise
Saltwater intrusion can 
salinize the soil and kill crops. 

⬤  Wastewater (Point Source)
Industrial pollutants PFAS and 
1,4-Dioxane have 
contaminated the drinking 
water of hundreds of 
thousands of North 
Carolinians.

⬤  Runoff (Nonpoint Source) 
State regulators have reports 
of over 170 algal blooms and 
nearly 100 fish kills during the 
last year. 

Infrastructure Climate Change Pollution

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9528649/#:~:text=Summary%20of%20Lead%20Concentrations&text=Overall%2C%20we%20detected%20lead%20above,action%20level%20of%2015%20ppb.
https://content.ces.ncsu.edu/saltwater-intrusion-in-agricultural-fields-in-northeastern-north-carolina-and-potential-remediation
https://www.northcarolinahealthnews.org/2020/02/03/new-deq-data-show-high-levels-of-pfas-in-cape-fear-river-basin/
https://www.northcarolinahealthnews.org/2020/02/03/new-deq-data-show-high-levels-of-pfas-in-cape-fear-river-basin/
https://www.northcarolinahealthnews.org/2020/02/03/new-deq-data-show-high-levels-of-pfas-in-cape-fear-river-basin/
https://ncdenr.maps.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/7543be4dc8194e6e9c215079d976e716


Lorn au Arcos

From Pierce Brown’s 
Red Rising trilogy

“A fool pulls the leaves. A brute chops the 
trunk. A sage digs the roots.” 
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Threats Solutions

Agriculture in the U.S. constitutes 15% of total 
natural gas demand in the country. Most of 
that gas is used to make fertilizers and other 
agrochemicals.

The N.C. Department of Transportation spends 
the equivalent of the state Department of 
Insurance’s operating budget on litter removal 
each year. 

NCSU found that PFAS blood concentrations 
are significantly elevated in Wilmington 
residents. Higher levels of PFAS correlated to 
higher cholesterol levels. 

Fossil fuel combustion releases planet 
warming gasses. North Carolina must strive to 
meet its interim and long-term carbon 
pollution reduction goals. 

Eliminate 
carbon 
pollution

Soil health & 
runoff control

Our warming climate threatens both the 
quantity and quality of North Carolina’s 
drinking water supply. 

Runoff

Climate Change

Plastic 
Pollution

Industrial 
Wastewater

There are three state programs through the 
Division of Soil and Water Conservation that 
defray the cost of projects that reduce 
runoff. 

There are several proposed policies that 
would incentivize plastic waste reduction, 
including creating a bottle deposit program. 

Reduce plastic 
consumption

Legislators can shift the burden of proof onto 
companies before they release a chemical 
into the environment. 

Precautionary 
Principle

https://www.wunc.org/2024-09-11/north-carolina-corn-farmer-uses-new-tech-and-old-techniques-to-weather-drought
https://www.wunc.org/2024-09-11/north-carolina-corn-farmer-uses-new-tech-and-old-techniques-to-weather-drought
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2025-03-25/new-report-finds-plastic-waste-is-major-drain-on-nc-waterways-and-taxpayer-dollars
https://genxstudy.ncsu.edu/our-findings/
https://www.wfae.org/energy-environment/2025-03-13/nc-senate-to-vote-on-bill-that-would-remove-a-key-state-carbon-pollution-target
https://conserve.mecknc.gov/Resources/Agriculture-Financial-Assistance
https://www.canva.com/design/DAGZATZq_H4/Z_83ylPGaMPMP0Rh3wROjg/view?utm_content=DAGZATZq_H4&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link2&utm_source=uniquelinks&utlId=h79b1705544#11
https://mleead.umich.edu/files/Precautionary-Principle.pdf


Surface water treatment

Production 
Plan

Product 
Delivered

Intake Flocculation Filtration

Coagulation Sedimentation Supply


