The Impact of Vehicles on the Beach:
Ecology and Wildlife Conservation in
the Outer Banks, NC
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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
*..k reshapes the shorelirde:r his dyn‘a,mic process supports a rich
m c of habitats

. The Intertidal Zone: The wet sand area between low and

high'tide teems with life’— ghost crabs, coquma clams,
sand fleas, and wormsthaﬁecycle nutr;ents and feed

\\\\‘ S

rack wh|ch nourlshes smaII mvertebrates and anchors
_dune-building vegetation..

- The Dunes: Anchored by ative plants I|ke sea oats and
American beachgrass, dunes act as natural barrlers agalnst

storms, absorbing wave energy and protectlng mland ‘
areas from flooding. |

When vehicles enter these zones; even briefly, they:can disrupt. )
natural processes that take decades to,establigh;: bl = "; ‘
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Wildlife at

The Outer Banks hosts an

catchers, and Wilson’s Plovers

y with shells and sand, making them nearly invisible.
approach, adult birds flee, leaving eggs vulnerable to

ity: Tiny, sightless(hicks can b*om,e trapped in tire ruts or crushed

beneafh tire

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

-
b. Sea Turtles
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Five species of sea turtll nest or forage along the Outer Banks: Loggerhead, Green,
Kemp'’s Ridley, Leatherback, and Hawksbill turtles. Vehicle traffic threatens turtles in
several ways: -

-

« Night Driving: Headlights disorient nesting females and hatchlmgs, Ieadmg them
. -away from the ocean. |
# «+ Nest Compaction: Sand packed by vehlcles makes it harder for females to dig nests.
} ». Hatchling Hazards: Tire ruts trap tllrvshatchlmgs, leaving them exposed to
+ dehydration and predators s 4
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¥ %gamzatlons such as NE§T (Networ_k}for End'aggéred Sea Turtles) patrol beaches d

s WY ) '- Reucle organlc matter from wrack
. Aer;ﬁe the sand
. Prd\ade’ésséntlal food for shorebirds and fish

\ ‘\Th%.ir loss can,?r‘lgger cascading effects on beach ecology.
b
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Beyond the Beach: Broader Environmental
Impacts

The effects of beach driving extend far beyond visible tracks.

. Storm Vulnerability: Damaged dunes mean less protection against
hurricanes and nor’easters.
Habitat Fragmentation: 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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6. Respect Se;asonal Closures Protecte zories exist for-a.reason.

- 7. Keep Vebrdes Clean AVOId Ieakmg qunds, and pack out all
el e e -
8. Report W|Id||fe Slghtmgs. Info;'m rangers of injured animals,
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= Responsuble drlvmg |sn’t about restnctron—lt’s about coexnstence.
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reshaping natural sand movement.
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https://www.fws.gov/library/collections/endangered-species

