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t>LAL.H b n O S I O N in the United States has become a serious national problem. Of our more than 

100,000 miles of shoreline, about half are subject to erosion and several large areas require exten­

sive and continuous restoration programs. Nevertheless, the zone where land and sea meet remains one 

of the most desirable settings for recreation, residence, and commercial development, so competition 

for the undeveloped beachfront property has increased dramatically. 

Areas of the mid-Atlantic coast have lost vast quantities of land during the past two decades. 

Erosion along coastal North Carolina and Virginia is severe because the processes responsible for 

sand movement are especially strong. Hurricanes and winter "northeasters," such as the Ash Wednesday 

Storm of 1962, contribute to the vulnerability of the region. 
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Buxton, N.C. -The Problem 

Beaches are constantly changing natural systems, 

in many respects similar to a river. Even a stable 

beach is one which undergoes change. Periods of 

erosion are balanced by periods of deposition. 

Therefore, stable does not mean permanent, nor 

does it imply that the beach is fixed, but rather 

that over a long period of time the processes are 

balanced. 

This balance between erosion and deposition is 

delicate and it can be easily upset. Three basic 

factors determine the degree of beach stability: 

[1] the amount and type of sediment, or materials 

making up the beach, [2] the strength of erosional 

forces, mainly waves and currents, and [3] sta­

bility of sea level, or long-term trends in the 

ocean level. 

Beaches recede when the forces of erosion 

exceed the amount of sediment supplied to the 



beach-energy system. The greater the deficiency of sand, or the higher 

the wave forces (energy), the more rapid the rate of erosion. Any of 

three factors, energy, sediment, or sea level, can vary and change the 

balance between erosion and deposition. The basic problem then is the 

balance between wave forces and the sediment budget, coupled with the 

changing level of the sea. It must be stressed that beach erosion is a 

natural process, similar to the shifting of a stream channel, and becomes 

a serious problem only when man's structures are placed in the path of 

shoreline recession. 

The erosion problem along the Outer Banks can be traced back to 

the early development of beach-front property during the 1930's and 1940's. 

It was inevitable that a serious confrontation would occur since the forces 

of erosion and shoreline change have been constant through time, and the 

line of man's development, once it was established, has remained fixed. 


