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ABSTRACT – Commercial fishing in North Carolina is considered by practitioners as a primary source of identity. Yet 

notions of cultural identity and heritage have not always served the interests of fishers in the policy arena. The concept 

of tradition was used negatively in reference to Cape Hatteras commercial beach seiners by recreational fishers in a bid 

to deny them access to a prime fishing site. Tradition was later cited by recreational stakeholders as rationale for keep-

ing open beach access for all Cape Hatteras fishers, including commercial beach seiners, in their request for traditional 

cultural property (TCP) status. This case illustrates the politicization of concepts such as heritage and community in a 

contested environment. North Carolina commercial fishers have recently gained traction by reframing their identity as 

providers of food in a regional food system rather than as culture bearers in a traditional fishing community. This re-

framing has linked fishers to a wider network of advocates and allies, and shows promise in helping sustain the his-

torically rooted occupation of fishing.

Commercial Beach Seiners of  
Cape Hatteras: Heritage, Identity, and  
Politics in a Contested Landscape
BARBARA GARRITY-BLAKE

North Carolina fishers have a keen sense of iden-
tity tied to their occupation. “Fishing is in my 
blood” is a common declaration at public hear-

ings, and fishers often cite a genealogy of watermen going 
back three or four generations. Controversial regulations 
are often described as “another nail in the coffin,” push-
ing their livelihood and the industry closer to oblivion. 
Fishers tend to express a fatalistic “going down with the 
ship” outlook, as fishing is “all they know” (West and 
Garrity-Blake 2012). Presenting themselves as part of a 
traditional community threatened by change is under-
standable, given the fact that coastal areas have been 

shaped by generations of fisheries-dependent living, and 
a variety of pressures have caused a significant reduction 
of the industry in recent decades.1

 Unfortunately considerations of heritage and culture 
carry little weight in the policymaking arena, where 
fisheries managers charged with preventing overfishing 
more or less dismiss them as nostalgia. The heritage-
centric “fishing in my blood” narrative has been met in 
political circles with a level of skepticism verging on eye 
rolling and mock violin playing. In fact, the notion of 
tradition has been used against the fishing industry in 
the rough-and-tumble world of fish politics: fishers—like 
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market hunters and buffalo skinners—are portrayed by 
competing stakeholders as relics of the past who will only 
benefit by getting off the water into modernity (West and 
Garrity-Blake 2003).

The idea of “traditional” communities being somehow 
located outside the historical trajectory of “progress” 
is rooted in well-worn Western thought. Fisheries 
anthropologist Julia Olson points out that this way of 
thinking views communities as “simply the places that 
get impacted,” downplaying their histories and linkages. 
Lost is an emphasis on “what communities can do rather 
than what is done to them, (masking) the multiplicities of 
interests, positions, and values in any given community” 
(Olson 2005, 249).

The case of the beach seine dory fishers of the Outer 
Banks shows the contextual, politicized, and polysemic 
nature of heritage and community concepts.2 We will see 
that in one context the idea of beach seining as a tradi-
tional activity was cited as a negative and used divisively 
by recreational fishermen seeking sole access to a fishing 
area. In a later context, however, recreational interests 
cited tradition as a positive, unifying value shared by all 
members of the Outer Banks fishing community, includ-
ing the beach seiners, in an effort to maintain beach 
access in the face of federal environmental restrictions.

Included in this discussion is an evaluation of Cape 
Hatteras National Seashore beachheads as potential tra-
ditional cultural properties (TCPs), undertaken at the 
urging of recreational stakeholders. This case has bear-
ing on the call for TCP nominations to “move beyond 
the sacred American Indian, Pacific Islander, and Native 
Hawaiian places that are typically listed” (Sommers 
2013), as the National Park Service indeed authorized 
an evaluation of properties associated with occupational 
and recreational uses and groups. Yet, the political con-
text that gave rise to the nomination request was likely a 
key reason that the sites were ultimately not nominated  
as TCPs.

Cape Hatteras beach seiners, like commercial fishers in 
other parts of coastal North Carolina and beyond, work 
the geographical edges; they also find themselves increas-
ingly operating on the economic and political margins. 
Attesting to the adaptive skills and resiliency of people 
who dwell on the margins, a recent reframing of identity 
is emerging on the part of fishers, emphasizing their role 
as providers of food in a regional system rather than as 
culture bearers in a traditional community. In stressing 
what they do (“we feed people”) over who they are (“fish-
ing is in our blood”) North Carolina fishers have begun 

to highlight a more proactive aspect of their occupation 
and community. The de-emphasis of heritage, ironically, 
shows promise in helping sustain the historically rooted 
occupation of fishing, at least in a political context.

THE NORTH CAROLINA OUTER BANKS

Cape Hatteras National Seashore comprises some 
seventy miles of remarkably thin barrier islands arcing 
thirty miles offshore, dividing vast Pamlico Sound from 
the powerful Atlantic Ocean (Figures 1 and 2).

Authorized in 1937 and established in 1953, Cape 
Hatteras is the nation’s first and oldest seashore park 
(National Park Service 2007). Just to the south is Cape 
Lookout National Seashore, a chain of uninhabited bar-
rier islands that became a national park in 1966. Although 
the majority of the region is composed of federally man-
aged public lands and beaches, eight inhabited villages 
adjoin Cape Hatteras National Seashore.

The villages, seven on Hatteras Island and one on 
Ocracoke, predate the national seashore by more than 
two centuries. English stockmen and European seafarers 

Fig. 1. North Carolina, showing the Outer Banks. (Illustra-
tion by Garrity-Blake.)

Fig. 2. Cape Hatteras and the region. (Illustration by 
Garrity-Blake.)
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began settling the banks in the late 1600s, displacing 
indigenous inhabitants by the 1730s (Dunbar 1956).3 
Throughout the nineteenth and first half of the twenti-
eth century banks inhabitants maintained impressive 
trade routes to mainland ports, as freight boats, fish buy 
boats, and mail boats connected them to the wider world 
(Stick 1958). Today numerous residents share surnames 
and trace their ancestry back to early settlers who raised 
livestock, fished, piloted vessels, or held government jobs 
in lifesaving or lighthouse keeping.

With the establishment of the park and subsequent 
construction of a paved road and bridge that connected 
Hatteras Island with the mainland in the 1960s, as well 
as a state ferry system to Ocracoke, tourism grew and 
the resident population became increasingly diverse. 
Descendants of old banker families share their com-
munities with retirees, second-home owners, “urban 
expatriates, and laborers imported from other coun-
tries” (National Park Service 2005, 2). Tourism, bringing 
more than two million visitors to Cape Hatteras National 
Seashore each season (National Park Service 2010a), has 
long overtaken commercial fishing as the economic main-
stay. Village boundaries, encompassing the only buildable 
property on Hatteras and Ocracoke Islands, have become 
crowded with a proliferation of oceanfront “McMansion” 
rental houses and sound-side developments.

Commercial fishing, albeit overshadowed by tourism, 
is still important to the economy and cultural identity of 
banks residents. Four seafood-packing facilities currently 
operate on Hatteras and Ocracoke Islands. Resident fish-
ers take part in a variety of ocean and sound fisheries, 
employing crab pots, pound nets, gill nets, trawls, beach 

seines, and long lines. Many switch fishing methods 
throughout the year, and some split their time between 
recreational charter fishing and commercial fishing or 
supplement their income with nonfishing jobs.

Commercial fishing is spoken of as separate from a 
“job,” in that it is considered intrinsic to one’s identity and 
key to the character of a region known for its self-reliant 
and resilient people (Garrity-Blake 2010). For example, 
Hurricane Isabel cut an inlet just north of Hatteras village 
in 2003, causing the island’s southernmost community to 
be isolated for two months. Residents point out that com-
mercial fishermen resumed work within a couple of days, 
providing the village’s only economic activity for several 
weeks (West and Garrity-Blake 2012).

THE COMMERCIAL BEACH SEINE 
FISHERY OF CAPE HATTERAS

Beach seining is a historical practice along the Outer 
Banks of North Carolina (Figure 3). Beach seining for 
bottlenose dolphins had become a commercial enter-
prise by 1790 and continued throughout the nineteenth 
century until the mid-1920s, during which time crews 
provided a Yankee-owned “porpoise factory” on Hatteras 
Island with dolphins for the rendering of “jaw oil” cov-
eted by watchmakers (Cecelski 2015). Beach seining for 
bluefish was documented as early as 1842, and a variety 
of fish including mullet were harvested and salted by 
Ocracoke and Hatteras fishermen for mainland planta-
tions (Dunbar 1956; Stick 1958).

Throughout the twentieth century Outer Banks seiners 
have targeted striped bass along with a variety of other 

Fig. 3. Cape Hatteras beach seine fishers 1967. (Photo Courtesy of National Park Service/Cape Hatteras National Seashore.)
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species including red drum, weakfish, bluefish, mullet, 
and spot. Naturalist Peter Matthiessen wrote that the 
beach seine fishery of Long Island’s South Fork “no longer 
exists anywhere else in the United States except on the 
Outer Banks of North Carolina” (Matthiessen 1986, 
4). Whereas New York outlawed the use of haul seines 
in the striped bass fishery in 1986, compelling crews to 
use the same method with lighter monofilament gill 
nets, the State of North Carolina requires crews to use 
the more traditional, multifilament seines because they  
are thought to be more easily detected and avoided by 
marine mammals.

 Technology has changed throughout the years: cotton 
nets have given way to nylon, boats are propelled by 
engines rather than oars, and nets are hauled in by truck 
rather than horse and hawser; however the basic method 
of beach seining persists (Figures 4 and 5). A small boat 
or “dory,” about eighteen feet in length, is launched 
from the beach through the surf, carrying one end of a 

1,400-yard-long seine; the other end is secured to a truck 
onshore. The two-man dory crew hauls the net straight 
offshore and then curves back toward the beach in a 
U-shape, intercepting a migratory school of fish. Once 
the dory hits the beach, the net is secured and dragged 
ashore via truck (Figure 6). The fish are then picked from 
the net, loaded onto trucks, and transported to the fish 
house for packing and shipping to market (Midgett 1980).

Beach seining persists, although the number of par-
ticipants has declined in recent decades as part of an 
overall decline in numbers of commercial fishers (West 
2004). Because of intense competition during striped 
bass season, opened each winter under a tight quota, the 
state implemented a new permit system requiring fish-
ers to commit to one of three gear types used to catch 
stripers, further reducing the number of beach seine 
crews (Garrity-Blake 2010). Some species such as striped 
bass have failed to migrate south along North Carolina 
beaches in the past few seasons due to warmer water 

Fig. 5. Beach seine fishers from Ocracoke loading striped 
bass. (Photo by Garrity-Blake.)

Fig. 6. Trucks hauling in beach seine with dory on trailer. (Illustration by Garrity-Blake.)

Fig. 4. Beach seine fishers on Cape Hatteras National Sea-
shore. (Photo by Garrity-Blake.)
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temperatures. In 2013 a dozen crews, most of which 
worked the Hatteras or Currituck portions of the north-
ern banks, made fifty-seven haul seine trips, the lowest 
number on record (North Carolina Division of Marine 
Fisheries 2014).

CONFLICTS AT CAPE POINT

Cape Point is the tip of the elbow of Cape Hatteras, 
where the arc of the barrier island turns westward toward 
the mainland (Figures 1 and 2). Having both south and 
north facing beaches, located in close proximity to the 
warm Gulf Stream and the cold Labrador Current, Cape 
Point is famous for its world-class recreational surf-
fishing opportunities, particularly in the fall during 
runs of striped bass, bluefish, and red drum (Figure 7). 
Sportsmen began flocking to Cape Point after the com-
pletion of a bridge and paved road facilitating access to 
Hatteras Island in the early 1960s. By the early 1970s 
as many as fifty recreational beach buggies and trucks, 
collectively known as off-road vehicles (ORVs), could be 
found lined up fender-to-fender, prompting complaints 
about the “Hatteras parking lot” blocking nature lovers’ 
views (National Park Service 2007, 194).

Cape Point has also been the site of legendary hauls of 
fish by beach seine crews, giving rise to conflicts between 
recreational and commercial fishers competing for a 
small sandy spit and bountiful fisheries resources that 
congregate there. In the 1990s, fueled by the anticom-
mercial fishing rhetoric of mainland sport columnists 
who portrayed watermen as “greedy netters,” recreational 

anglers objected to sharing Cape Point with beach seine 
crews. Anglers were advised to “remember what the com-
mercial people did to the buffalo, passenger pigeon and 
ducks,” and any notion of beach seining as an activity 
with historical value was written off as misguided ide-
alism (West and Garrity-Blake 2003, 84). The conflict 
resulted in a half-mile net-free zone at the tip of the Cape, 
off-limits to haul seine crews during prime fishing activ-
ity, from the Friday before Easter to the first of January.

A decade later, another Cape Point conflict came to a 
head as environmental organizations threatened legal 
action against the National Park Service for failing to 
develop and implementing an ORV management plan 
to protect nesting areas of endangered shorebirds and 
sea turtles from beach traffic (National Park Service 
2010a). Recreational stakeholder groups, fearing loss of 
access to Cape Point and other areas, organizing protests, 
petitions, and press releases denouncing what they saw 
as a violation of the spirit of the park’s enabling legisla-
tion; they also cited threats to the local economy driven 
by tourism and beach activities, and a general loss of  
freedom and a beach-driving heritage (National Park 
Service 2010a).

The National Park Service’s seemingly paradoxical mis-
sion of managing for the protection of natural resources 
while providing recreational opportunities to the public 
has been fraught with user conflicts, contrasting social 
values, and tense relations with residents (National Park 
Service 2007).4 The inherent contradictions of their 
management framework, however, were especially acute 
during the process of developing the ORV management 
plan.5 In summary, the final ORV management plan was 
completed in December 2010, five years after the pro-
cess was initiated. The plan established a permit system 
and associated rules for beach driving and implemented 
broader closures during breeding seasons of shorebirds 
and sea turtles.

In the plan’s wake, however, was a series of volatile 
stakeholder meetings, lawsuits and counter lawsuits, a 
federal district court consent decree, a failed negotiated 
rule-making process, vandalism, and a shredded com-
munity fabric that has not fully mended to this day.6 
Bumper stickers proclaiming that “piping plover tastes 
like chicken” were prevalent, and an illustration of a 
middle finger with “Hey Audubon, identify this bird!” is 
still posted on the island. Park Service personnel were 
increasingly caught in the crossfire between ORV beach 
access groups and environmental activists, to the point 
where one local retailer posted a sign stating “No NPS 

Fig. 7. Cape Hatteras anglers with striped bass. (Photo by 
Garrity-Blake.)
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allowed on this property.” The status was best summed 
up in a Forbes.com headline: “Outer Banks of North 
Carolina Become a Bloody Beachhead” (Williams 2012).

TRADITIONAL CULTURAL PROPERTY 
REQUEST AND EVALUATION

The politically-charged and painful ORV manage-
ment plan process was the context in which a request 
was made for particular beach sites to be nominated as 
TCPs. The TCP request was submitted by a new alliance 
of ORV stakeholder groups advocating for recreational 
beach-driving and surf-fishing access; one of the groups’ 
members was familiar with TCP status and evidently con-
sidered it to be a potential tool to prevent beach closures. 
The proposed TCP areas included the highly coveted 
Cape Point site and three other uninhabited beach areas 
on park property where fishing was productive: Bodie 
Island Spit, Hatteras Inlet, and Ocracoke’s South Point.

In their request for TCP status, beach-driving advocates 
cited the importance of both recreational and commer-
cial fishing as traditional activities, including the “nearly 
extinct folkway” of the beach seine fishery (National Park 
Service 2008, 3). They argued that open access to the pro-
posed TCP areas helped “sustain the collective identity of 
local communities” and “maintain the historic identity of 
the Outer Banks and its people” (National Park Service 
2008, 4). Commercial fishers, having already lost a half-
mile radius of the choicest fishing area to the recreational 
sector, and long familiar with federal environmental law 
via fishing restrictions associated with endangered sea 
turtles, maintained a low profile during the ORV negoti-
ated rule-making process.

Although the TCP request was rejected by the state’s 
Department of Natural and Cultural Resources, the 
National Park Service elected to proceed with further 
study to appease stakeholders during an extremely vola-
tile time. An ethnographic study analysis was approved to 
evaluate if the areas in question qualified as TCPs accord-
ing to National Register of Historic Places criteria. The 
goal was to determine the extent to which the proposed 
sites were historic properties eligible for inclusion in the 
National Register due to an “association with cultural 
practices or beliefs of a living community that (a) are 
rooted in that community’s history, and (b) are impor-
tant in maintaining the continuing cultural identity of 
the community” (Parker and King 1998, 1).

The author was contracted to do the ethnographic 
study analysis based on earlier research (National Park 

Service 2005). The goal was to determine if there was a 
traditional community with an enduring association 
to the proposed sites. The primary user-groups of the 
spits and inlets in question were commercial beach seine 
fishers and recreational surf fishers. This task raised ques-
tions of how one might define community and tradition. 
Hatteras and Ocracoke residents included members of 
old banker families, with a distinct dialect, food prefer-
ences, settlement patterns, and rituals (e.g., the village of 
Rodanthe celebrates Old Christmas with the appearance 
of a mythological bull named Old Buck). What is more, 
the commercial fishing fleets of Hatteras and Ocracoke 
were largely composed of native bankers with deep 
family roots in the maritime trades. Yet the fleets were 
also made up of people who had moved to the banks from 
elsewhere, who considered themselves just as much Outer 
Banks commercial fishers as native-born watermen did, 
proud to be part of the area’s maritime economy (West 
and Garrity-Blake 2012).

Recreational surf fishing was also valued as an Outer 
Banks tradition, but was carried on primarily by non-
residents from Virginia and points north who vacationed 
on Hatteras and Ocracoke (North Carolina Division of 
Marine Fisheries 2014). The activity of recreational fish-
ing was supported by local guides and businesses, but this 
sector of the economy did not start developing until the 
1970s (US Department of Interior 2007). Beach driving 
had its historical antecedents as well, undertaken since 
motorized vehicles were first introduced in the 1920s, but 
people drove for transportation purposes, not recreation.

In undertaking the ethnographic study analysis, steps 
and criteria defined in National Register Bulletin 38 were 
followed (Parker and King 1998). The steps are to (1) 
ensure that the entity under consideration is a property; 
(2) consider the property’s integrity; (3) evaluate the prop-
erty with reference to the National Register criteria; and 
(4) determine whether any of the National Register crite-
ria considerations make the property ineligible. Numbers 
two and three were the main areas of focus: considering 
the property’s integrity with reference to its relationship 
to “traditional cultural practices and beliefs” and discern-
ing whether “relevant relationships survive” to this day 
(Parker and King 1998, 11).

In brief, the results of the evaluation suggested that the 
proposed sites were indeed eligible as TCPs by virtue of 
the traditional beach seine fishery for the following rea-
sons: [a] the places of interests were a “property” albeit 
without fixed boundaries “due to the dynamic nature 
of shifting sand, erosion, accretions, and movements 
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Fig. 9. Dory with truck. (Photo by Garrity-Blake.)Fig. 8. Beach seine crew with Dory trailer. (Photo by 
Garrity-Blake.)

of inlets” (Garrity-Blake 2010, 2); [b] the beach seiners 
demonstrated an unbroken, historical, and continuing 
association with the sites; and [c] the areas qualified for 
the National Register under at least one of the criteria 
(A), in being locations where traditional peoples have 
carried out economic and cultural practices important 
in maintaining historical identity (Figures 8 and 9). 
Seiners ascribed cultural values to the areas, including 
valuing “beach as a workplace” as opposed to a place of 
recreation and the continuation of an activity believed to 
be “in the blood,” as a matter of cultural and economic 
survival. Finally, the “sustained loss of access would affect 
the integrity of these cultural practices” (Garrity-Blake 
2010, 20).

It appeared that recreational surf fishing, having devel-
oped in its modern form only after the completion of 
roads and bridges ushered in a new era of tourism, lacked 
the unbroken, historical association to the sites, and a 
clearly defined “community” could not be identified. 
The same held true for other uses such as beach driving, 
as well as commercial fishing activities that did not rely 
on access to these specific beach spits, inlets, and capes. 
In-house reviews of the analysis seemed to agree that the 
traditional beach seine dory fishers represented a living 
community with geographical ties to the proposed areas, 
but other activities made for a weaker case.7

The National Park Service, in the end, determined the 
sites ineligible for TCP nomination. The official response 
in the final ORV management plan cited the park’s 
intention to accommodate a “diversity of uses in access-
ing the beaches,” which would include recreational and 
commercial fishers, barring closures of environmentally 
sensitive areas as mandated by federal law (National Park 
Service 2010a, C-161). Internal memos clearly suggest 

that the political context of the TCP request had bear-
ing on the decision, including a communiqué in which a  
staff member wondered if recreational stakeholders 
believed TCP status would give them “a weapon of unre-
stricted access.”8

A REFRAMING OF IDENTITY

The idea of protecting a livelihood for reasons of tra-
dition, heritage, and culture has rarely served North 
Carolina fishermen, even when a case can be made 
for Cape Hatteras beach seine fishers according to the 
National Register of Historic Places guidelines. This is 
not to say TCP status would be ineffective; should areas 
be classified as TCPs, user conflicts such as that which 
resulted in commercial fishers losing a half mile of Cape 
Point access to recreational anglers might have a different 
outcome. One could put TCP listings in the same toolbox 
as policies designed to protect working waterfront areas, 
otherwise disappearing with gentrification and the con-
version of commercial properties to residential use. These 
can be helpful measures; however fishers still grapple with 
fundamental shifts in the economy and global impacts 
to the environment on which they depend. In a broader 
context where federal environmental policy trumps all, 
global trade undercuts domestic seafood markets, cli-
mate change affects the availability of key fisheries, and 
a political climate increasingly favors recreational uses, 
protecting a traditional activity for tradition’s sake car-
ries little weight. Put in colloquial terms, tradition and a 
dollar will buy you a cup of coffee.

 Fishers’ own proclivity to emphasize an “in the blood” 
cultural identity and to portray themselves as yet another 
“endangered species” carrying on a dying tradition only 
reinforces a narrative that assumes an inevitable fading 
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away of an occupation with little relevancy in the pres-
ent or future economy. De-emphasized in this scenario 
is a strong, proactive aspect of the fishing community, 
including the many ways fishers have effected change: 
gear innovations, participation in scientific research, and 
engagement in fisheries management processes, as well as 
new marketing strategies, work adaptations, and shifts in 
household roles and responsibilities that enable them to 
continue producing seafood.9

Nascent signs of an alternative to the “dying way of life” 
narrative have emerged, however, as part of a restructur-
ing of the seafood industry. The long-entrenched system 
of high volumes of fish being landed in North Carolina 
and trucked by distributors to northern markets is giving 
way to more localized efforts (Garrity-Blake and Ware 
2014). A new generation of fishers is capitalizing on the 
widely popular local-foods movement by developing 
direct marketing models, participating in local branding 
efforts, and using tech-savvy approaches in selling fresh 
seafood directly to consumers (West and Garrity-Blake 
2012). Putting a “face” to the seafood is central in these 
efforts, as consumers want to know who caught their fish, 
where it was caught, and if sustainable fishing methods 
were used. Heritage and tradition are also part of the 
story, but the fact that fishers provide a service to con-
sumers in making select, healthy, and sustainable seafood 
available is the overarching message.

The shift toward more localized markets is expand-
ing in-state networks connecting fishers to farmers’ 
markets, restaurants, specialty grocers, and local-foods 
advocates. The dividends of these connections paid off 
during a political battle that occurred in 2013. Sport 
fishing interests lobbied state legislators to introduce a 
bill that would designate “game fish” status to striped 
bass, speckled trout, and red drum, putting these spe-
cies off-limits to commercial sale and allocating them to 
recreational fishers exclusively. This occurred during a 
period of disorganization, as the fishing industry’s largest 
trade organization, representing North Carolina proces-
sers and fishers since the 1950s, was beset by leadership 
problems and declining funds from a shrinking fleet.

Despite industry weaknesses, fishers and their allies 
managed to mount a strong countercampaign, circulat-
ing petitions, lobbying legislators, and communicating 
to local newspapers and radio stations. At a legislative 
hearing in Raleigh, where recreational fishers argued 
that game fish designation would create economic 
growth for coastal areas, commercial fishers showed up 
in force, coming from all parts of the coast including the 

Cape Hatteras region. Rather than stressing a concern 
over losing their livelihood, heritage, and culture, they 
wore “Keep It on the Plate” stickers and emphasized the 
importance of their role in providing a valuable product 
that nourishes people. Also stepping up to testify in sup-
port were restaurant owners, local-foods advocates, and 
consumers of seafood from all over the state. An online 
and hard-copy petition in support of keeping red drum, 
striped bass, and speckled trout “on the plate” was sub-
mitted with more than 3,000 signatures. Capitalizing on 
newly formed alliances and a wider network of support-
ers, and emphasizing their role as providers of food in a 
regional system rather than as culture bearers in a tradi-
tional community, fishers managed to defeat the game 
fish bill (Shutak 2013).

SUPPORTING PROACTIVE NARRATIVES

An examination of the Cape Hatteras–area beach seine 
fishery illustrates the difficulty in affording special pro-
tections to a traditional activity, particularly when the 
idea of “tradition” itself can serve as a sort of baggage for 
those who continue to practice that activity. The tendency 
to view traditional communities as out of place and out 
of time downplays important linkages to the wider world 
and people’s present and future roles in society such as, 
in the case of fishers, maintaining a relationship with the 
natural environment and feeding people.

Fishers appear to have better luck maintaining the his-
torically rooted occupation of fishing by turning away 
from an emphasis on heritage and culture, or at least 
by strategically stressing “what they do” over “who they 
are” in a political context. Highlighting the relational 
and proactive over the intrinsic better demonstrates their 
relevancy, and situates them in time and as part of the 
wider community, not for reasons that can be dismissed 
as nostalgic but for the same reasons we have teachers and 
medics: we need them.

Preservationists and social scientists collaborating 
with communities that struggle with competing interests 
might allow that concepts such as tradition and heritage 
can cut both ways in some political contexts. It may be of 
benefit to the preservation cause to support alternative 
narratives that demonstrate the relevancy and linkages of 
people in a broader social context; a proactive emphasis, 
which does not necessarily preclude the importance of 
heritage and culture, can help reinforce a community’s 
rightful place in the future and help ensure a platform for 
continued social and economic engagement.
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ENDNOTES
1 The number of fish packing and processing facilities in North 
Carolina declined by 36 percent from 2001 to 2011 (North Carolina 
Sea Grant 2012); the number of fishers reporting seafood landings 
has fallen by half since the late 1990s (North Carolina Division of 
Marine Fisheries 2013). About 90 percent of seafood consumed in 
the United States is imported (www.fishwatch.gov).

2  Christopher Koziol, in his review of preservation scholarship, 
discusses work that links “the use of heritage to political objectives” 
favoring one class over another; the meaning of heritage can “no 
longer be thought of as fixed,” and can be associated with the 
production of “identity, power, and society” (Koziol 2008, 43).

3 The prehistory of the Cape Hatteras area shows permanent 
settlements of Hatteras or Hatterask Indians, northern coastal 
Algonkian-speakers of the Croatan chiefdom, who fared poorly after 
European contact and all but died out by 1733 (Dunbar 1956; Ward 
and Davis 1999).

4 The process of property acquisition to form the park was not 
without controversy and set an adversarial tone with many banks 
families; problematic relations between the National Park Service 
and local residents have been documented elsewhere (Perdue and 
Martin-Perdue 1979–80; Whisnant 1983).

5 An ORV management plan was required by executive order since 
1972 but not acted upon until 2005 when an environmental group 
filed an intent to sue. The Park Service responded by implementing 
interim restrictions and initiating a negotiated rule-making process, 
enlisting federal mediators to work with stakeholders with the goal 
of achieving consensus on a final ORV management plan (National 
Park Service 2010a).

6  In January 2006, the National Park Service issued the Interim 
Protected Species Management Strategy to protect beach-nesting 
shorebirds and sea turtles, and a beach-dwelling plant species, 
pending the development of an ORV management plan. In response 
to a lawsuit regarding the interim strategy, beaches became 
managed under the terms of a 2008 US district court–ordered 
consent decree requiring pre-nesting closures, expanded buffers, 
night-driving restrictions, and a final ORV management plan 
deadline of 31 December 2010.

7  “I do not see these properties as being associated with the cultural 
practices/beliefs of a living community except perhaps with the 
beach haul seine fishermen . . .”Allison Pena to Doug Stover, 9 Feb 
2010. An anonymous reviewer wrote, “In the words of Bulletin 38, 
the beaches at CAHA are associated with the cultural practices of 
the beach haul seine fishermen, which is a recognizable and distinct 
community within the local Cape Hatteras population” (National 
Park Service 2010b).

8  Tommy Jones to Doug Stover, 8 Feb 2010, General Subject 
Correspondence (National Park Service 2010b).

9 Until the North Carolina General Assembly defunded it, the 
Fisheries Resource Grant Program matched fishers with scientists 
to test gear innovations, bycatch reduction efforts, spawning area 
identification and protections, etc. The 1997 Fisheries Reform Act 
established an advisory committee system, affording stakeholders 
opportunity to participate in the management process. New 
seafood-branding programs and “community supported fisheries” 
direct-marketing models have helped fishing families survive 
market losses due to imports.
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