
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

November 6, 2019 
 CRC-19-32 

 
TO: Coastal Resources Commission 
 
FROM: Heather Coats, Beach & Inlet Management Project Coordinator, Wilmington Office 
 
SUBJECT: Consideration of Public Comments and Adoption of State Ports Inlet  

Management Area of Environmental Concern (AEC) 
 
In 2012, state legislation was passed that directed the CRC to study the feasibility of creating a 
new AEC for lands adjacent to the Cape Fear River. The Commission’s study led to a more 
comprehensive study of all inlets, and one of the resulting recommended priorities of the 
Commission was to develop management objectives and use standards for a new AEC adjacent 
to the two inlets in North Carolina with federally maintained shipping channels, Beaufort Inlet 
and the Cape Fear River Inlet.   
 
Staff first met with representatives from the adjacent local governments to solicit input regarding 
the application of current rules and new management strategies they believed were needed to 
address the unique circumstances experienced at these inlets. Discussion with the Village of Bald 
Head Island revolved around needs previously discussed as part of the Cape Fear River AEC 
Feasibility Study. The Village expressed an interest in more flexible sandbag rules- particularly 
the ability to protect dunes in addition to primary structures and infrastructure as well as the 
allowable location and size of sandbags and sandbag structures. They also stated that new rules 
for the AEC should advocate the beneficial use of dredged material as part of CZMA (Coastal 
Zone Management Act) federal consistency concurrence.   
 
The discussion with representatives from the Town of Caswell Beach and the NC Baptist 
Assembly at Ft. Caswell primarily focused on the federal designation of Ft. Caswell as a national 
historic site and the need for more flexibility on the property to address erosion and other issues. 
 
The main topic of discussion with Carteret County’s Shore Protection Manager was beneficial 
use of beach-compatible dredged material and the limitations of the current federal Dredged 
Material Management Plan (DMMP) at Beaufort Inlet. Concerns were expressed that the US 
Army Corps of Engineers should not be allowed to degrade the inlet environment simply because 
of a lack of funding.   

  



 

 
 

 Over the first year of AEC rule development, discussion focused on the beneficial use rule 
language requiring beach-compatible dredged materials to be placed on active nearshore, beach 
or inlet shoal system and whether the rule should further require all sand be placed on adjacent 
beaches. Strong objections were received from the US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) 
during that time, with the Corps reporting that removing flexibility could seriously jeopardize the 
continued operation of the NC State Port at Morehead City. Concerns were also raised by both 
the Department of Environmental Quality and the Department of Transportation. Following 
additional discussion with the USACE and other stakeholders, the beneficial use requirement 
was removed from the draft rule.   
 
Other use standards developed for the AEC included allowing the use of geotextile tubes (or 
geotubes), allowing the use of temporary erosion control structures to protect frontal or primary 
dunes and infrastructure, and broadening the definition of what qualifies as “imminently 
threatened”. All other rules applicable to ocean hazard areas would still apply. The Coastal 
Resources Advisory Council (CRAC) then discussed the remaining components of the draft AEC 
rule language, including the sandbag provisions, at the April and July 2015 meetings. They 
recommended the AEC definition clarify that the AEC includes the Cape Fear and Beaufort 
Inlets. The CRAC also recommended that a minimum sandbag size be specified, in accordance 
with current sandbag rule language. The draft rule language was updated to include these 
recommendations.   
 
AEC boundaries were also proposed in accordance with updated inlet hazard area boundaries 
developed by the Commission’s Science Panel in 2010. However, requests from the Brunswick 
County local governments to extend the AEC limits to encompass additional area within their 
jurisdictions were also presented to the Commission and the expanded areas were approved by 
the CRC.   
 
The fiscal analysis was approved by OSBM in June 2019. Public hearings were held in Carteret 
County on July 17, 2019, Brunswick County on September 17, and in New Hanover County on 
September 18. The public comment period extended from July 1- September 18. No comments 
were made during the public hearings. One written comment was received from Southern 
Environmental Law Center (SELC) on behalf of the N.C. Coastal Federation and their members. 
The comments expressed the following three concerns: allowing frontal and primary dunes and 
infrastructure to be considered as imminently threatened could increase the use of sandbag 
structures which could thereby result in increased environmental impacts; that allowing the use 
of geotubes could increase beach erosion, and that the AEC boundaries were drawn arbitrarily 
and without regard to a science-based approach. The comments also asked the CRC to take into 
account the proposal to deepen and widen the Wilmington Port, which could increase erosion of 
the adjacent beaches and increase the demand for erosion control structures.   
 
All temporary erosion control structures must still be located above mean high water (MHW) 
and in the areas in question, are typically covered with sand either through beach nourishment or 
by sand haul operation. Both Beaufort Inlet and Cape Fear Inlet are highly managed and 
engineered shorelines subject to Dredged Material Management Plans (DMMPs), through which 
the Town of Caswell Beach, the Village of Bald Head Island and Atlantic Beach regularly 
receive sand on their beaches from dredging of the federal channels. Additionally, the Village of 
Bald Head Island supplements the federal project through locally-funded beach nourishment. 



 

 
 

Both inlets have been stabilized with hardened structures, including a geotube groinfield 
constructed on Bald Head Island in the 1990’s, as well as a terminal groin built in 2015. A 
portion of the shoreline of Fort Caswell has a post- Civil War-era seawall and Fort Macon, 
adjacent to Beaufort Inlet, has multiple terminal groins stabilizing its shorelines. Additionally, it 
is believed that the local governments who could utilize these strategies generally have more 
incentive and resources to maintain geotubes than individual property owners. Structures that are 
not maintained will be subject to removal, in accordance with the current timing requirements. 
Finally, as stated earlier, the intent of the CRC is to recognize the highly managed nature of these 
two deep draft inlets and the influence of the federally mandated channels by way of additional 
considerations for erosion control structures, as established in the Inlet Management Study.  
 
While staff recognizes the N.C. Coastal Federation’s concerns, it is believed that the AEC and its 
use standards were developed in accordance with the local stakeholders’ requests as well as in 
accordance with the intent and direction of the Commission. Therefore, staff recommends the 
Commission continue to approve the rules as proposed.  
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