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The Living Beach: A Dynamic Ecosystem

The beaches of the Outer Banks are not static—they move,
breathe, and evolve. Every tide, storm, and gust of wind

*"t ‘resh es the shorelin€. This dynamic process supports a rich
mc& of habitats: "

. The Intertidal Zone: The wet sand area between low and
high tide teems with life — ghost crabs, coquma clams,
sand fleas, and worms—th?aﬁ"’ycle nutr;ents ,and feed

shorebl@?éﬁ#ﬂ'ﬁr’ e \w ~"" e

| _dune- bmldmg vegetation. 2
.. The Dunes: Anchored by native plants Ilke sea oats and
~  American beachgrass, dunes act as hattral barrlers agamst

storms, absorbing wave energy and protectmg lnland |
areas from flooding. :

When vehicles enter these zones; éven briefly, they.can disrupt
natural processes that take decadesto establish, = ' o0 @ W
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erican Oystercatchers, and Wilson’s Plovers
vehicle zones.

d perfectly with shells and sand, making them nearly invisible.
: en vehicles approach, adulv:ird’s flee, leaving eggs vulnerable to
heat or predators
o Chick Mortality: Tiny, flightless chicks can become trapped in tire ruts or crushed
beneath tires.

Wildlife managers often close sections of the beach during nesting season (April-August)
to protect these species — closures that are critical for their survival.

f
b. Sea Turtles ’ '

Five species of sea turtles nest or forage along the Outer Banks: Loggerhead, Green,
Kemp’s Ridley, Leatherback and Hawksbill turtles. Vehicle traffic threatens turtlesin
several ways: . % ‘

‘: . -hight I5riving: Headlights disorient .nesting females and hatchlings,. leading them
_ away from the ocean. -
s Nest Compaction: Sand packed by‘ K\Ies makes it harder for females to dig nests
T i Hatchllng Hazards: Tire ruts trap tm ‘Iatchllngs, leaving them exposed to
dehydratron and p¥dator”' RO Poa 3

W8T W g e o
gl r.a-»ndangered Séa Tuwég)

bIe animals. - -

The ungérafpundatlonofthe coastal food web—ghost crabs, mole crabs, amphlpods, and
-;_ s beetles—‘ften perish'when tire treads crush burrows. These organisms:

-,
Ren\gcle'm‘ganlc matter from wrack

« Aeratethe sand
* * ‘ ProVi‘de essential food for shorebirds and fish
A

.

Their loss can trigger cascading effects on beach ecology.
-



Beyond the Beach: Broader Environmental
Impacts

The effects of beach driving extend far beyond visible tracks.

. Storm Vulnerability: Damaged dunes mean less protection
_against I humcanes_and nor’easters.
. “Habitat Fragmentatlon Vehicle paths divide wildlife territories,
making it harder for animals to feed, mate, or migrate.
. Aesthetic and Economic Costs: Rutted, littered beaches deter
visitors, impacting tourism — the very industry that supports the
Outer Banks communities.
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Where Tires Meet Tides: Protecting the
Outer Banks’ Beaches and Wildlife

Beach driving is a long-standing Outer Banks tradition, but it poses serious
threats to fragile coastal ecosystems and wildlife. Vehicle traffic compacts
sand, destroys dune vegetation, and accelerates erosion, while headlights,
tire ruts, and noise endanger sea turtles, shorebirds, and small invertebrates
essential to the beach food web. Damaged dunes reduce naturakstorm
protection and harm both habitats and tourism. To balance recreation with
conservation, drivers should stay on designated routes, avoid dunes and
nesting areas, limit speed, and avoid nigh’E dr!g. Local or’”z ' ,Iﬂe
the National Park Service, NEST, Audubon No Carolina, and th rth
Carolina Coastal Federation work to protect wildlife and restore dunes, |

7 ]
reminding everyone that responsible drwli'@?nd community stewardship

uty%peratlons to come.
isher

Outer Banks Coastal Conservation (OBCC) is a nonprofit organization
dedicated to fostering environmental stewardship and a deeper connection
to the Outer Banks of North Carolina through education, outreach, and
conservation initiatives.
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