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About Beach Bonfires
Bonfi'r_es are an Outer Banks fradition—but they come with
responsibilities. The Outer Banks coastline is home to nesting
sea turtles, shorebirds, ghost crabs, and other wildlife that
rely on dark, undlsturbed beaches. Understanding the rules

‘and ecologlcal |mpact helps protect both the experience and
the environment. -
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Environmental Impact

Wildlife Awareness: What’s

delicate balance.
Sea Turtles

« Nesting occurs May through November. Hatchlings rely on the moon
and starlight to find the ocean.

. Bonfire light can disorient hatchlings, leading them inland toward
danger. ’

. Fire pits dug into the sand can trap hatchllngs or block thelr path to
the sea. : i

- Nesting females may abandon nests if disturbed by human activity
At night.

’

Shorebirds and DunéﬂSpecies

. Piping plovers, willets, sanderlings, and black skimmers rest and
feed along the surf zone after dark.

- Fires and human presence can cause flight or nest abandonment.

« Dune grasses (like sea oats and American beachgrass) ane rucial for
erosion control but burn easily and should never b ne‘%ﬁ‘ A

Ghost Crabs and Nocturnal Animals "'Z.’J (’\%
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« Ghost crabs, raccoons, and foxes often scavenge’ alorﬁ fire
. Leftover charcoal, plastic, or food can p0|son or entangle wildli

Habitat Damage ' 'f“ € o
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. Fires too close to the dunes can |gn|te vegetatlon or damage" | ""f- )
stabilizing grasses that prevent erosion. : S

« Ash and charcoal can alter the sand’s chemlstry and |mpact

microfauna. el



Bwldmg a Safe and Eco Fr|endly Fire

“Choose Your Spot CarefuIIy

. Set up below the hlgh tide line (where sand is dark and
compact).
.. Avoid dunes and vegetation.
.« Keep at least 50 feet from turtle nest markers, dune
fences, or beach accesses

Use the Right Materlals

Use cIean untreated wood only .
. No driftwood W|th nails, paint, or pressure treatment
. Never burn trash, cans, glass, or paIIets

Keep It Small

. Limit fires to 3 feet in diameter and height.
. Large fires are difficult to control and cause more smoke
and Ilght pollution. '
Have Safety Gear | ..

. Always have a bucket of water’and a shovel.
. Do not leave fires unattended=—winds change quickly on
the Outer Banks.




later.

Stir ashes and confirm the sand is cool to the touch:
. Scatter cooled ashes thinly or pack them out if required.
. Take all trash, food, cans, and foil with you.

O Don’t:

. Leave partially burned wood—it can reignite.

. Leave beach chairs, tents, or coolers overnight. These can
block nesting turtles.

. Use bright white flashlights. Opt for red-filtered or low-
light options.



Dunes are living, shifting barriers that protect coastal towns

from storms.
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Lights, Noise, and Nightlife

While ‘fires create a wonderful glow, excessive light
and noise can disorient wildlife and disturb nearby
campers.

. Use red or amber filters on flashlights.

. Avoid music speakers—sound travels far on the open
beach.

. Keep conversations low after dark to preserve the
natural nighttime soundscape

. If you photograph the fire, turn off flash and avoid
hgﬁfng up dunes. |
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Quick Checkl
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Im and can
—light from a

make it go the wrong way.

om one bonfire can raise sand temperature,

turtle embryos develop.

d litter attract scavengers like raccoons and
gulls, which then prey on turtle nests.

. A ssingle dune grass plant can trap and hold over one cubic
foot of sand, slowly rebuilding dunes after storms.
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Bonfires by the Sea: How to Enjoy the
Oute&Banks While Protecting Wildlife

This guide explains how to enjoy traditional beach bonfires responsibly while
protecting the fragile Outer Banks ecosystem. The guide details how bonfire
light, heat, and debris can harm sea turtles, shorebirds, dune vegetation, and
nocturnal species like ghost crabs. It promotes “Leave No Trace” practices—
fully extinguishing fires, removing all waste, and avoiding bright lights or loud
sounds—to minimize ecological disturbance.

Abou‘t the Publisher

Outer Baﬁks Coastal Conservation (OBCC) is a nonprofit organization
dedicated to fostering environmehta! stewardship and a deeper connection
to the Outer Banks of North Carbl'n through education, outreach, and
conservation initiatives.

Learn more and download free tional resources at:

www.theobcc.org.
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