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Info Sheet #2*: Natural Resource Strategy Consultation: A New Direction: Healthy beaches  

* a series of information sheets in preparation for the Voluntary Planning consultations on parks and biodiversity in Nova Scotia: May 12 to June 12, 2008

A NEW DIRECTION: HEALTHY BEACHES

Going to the beach is an important part of a Nova Scotia summer. Some beaches are protected under the Beaches Act, others as Provincial Parks, but most are not protected. Despite the value of beaches to us, the province only spends a few hundred thousand dollars on managing and protecting beaches. At the province-wide level we still do not have a coordinated coastal policy or framework. Given that Nova Scotia bills itself as ‘Canada’s Ocean Playground’ perhaps it is time for a coastal framework.

Below are some specific suggestions on how we could better manage and protect our beaches. Most other coastal states and provinces have already implemented these measures. The overall message to the Government, which needs to come out loud and clear at the upcoming Natural Resource Strategy consultations, is that we need to value, manage, fund, and protect our coasts before it is too late.

IMPLEMENT A SYSTEM OF BEACH HEALTH INDICATORS

At present Park and beach managers are not able to measure the health of our beaches. They lack information on everything from water quality to beach access (how easy it is to visit a beach). If we want to protect our environment and human health, the government needs to develop indicators of beach health and collate this information.

ADOPT A STANDARD METHODOLOGY FOR CREATING AN INVENTORY OF NOVA SCOTIA’S BEACH SYSTEMS 

To the casual observer, beaches may simply appear as barren stretches of sand - beautiful, but largely devoid of life or ecological processes. In reality, sandy beaches not only provide habitat for numerous species of plants and animals, but they also provide important habitat for many species of migratory shorebirds. To promote better management of beach systems, we need an inventory of the status of our beaches. We believe that a standard methodology for assessing beach ecological health is essential to meeting the goals of ecosystem-based management. A standardized assessment process will also ensure that decision makers are well informed, and that the gap between science and policy is bridged.

SUPPORT AND MAINTAIN APPROPRIATE ACCESS TO OUR BEACHES

Beaches are one of the most popular public resources. Because people need access to beaches in order to enjoy them, beach access is the most important indicator in determining the number of people who can enjoy beaches. However, beach access and public use must be balanced with wildlife and habitat protection. Increased access means more traffic, more noise and litter, and degradation of a fragile ecosystem. Increased access can mean the destruction of an environment that everyone wishes to enjoy. We do not know how many visitors our beaches can take while still maintaining a quality recreational experience and preventing harm to beach systems. We need to find out how many people are visiting our beaches and how and where they are accessing the coast to determine the needs for access for different uses. We need regular collection of beach attendance records, mapping of traditional and current access points, and identifying ecologically sensitive areas where access should be restricted.

IMPLEMENT REGULAR AND UNIFORM OCEAN WATER QUALITY TESTING

Water quality at beaches in provincial parks is not currently tested for the safety of recreational users. Uniform monitoring that measures total coliform, fecal coliform, and enterococcus (bacteriological indicators) must, at a minimum, take place bi-weekly, with accurate and up-to-date postings at each beach.

Adopt a proactive climate change strategy

Barrier beaches and dunes are the first line of defense protecting inland areas and infrastructure against climate change impacts. The threat of climate change and the resulting rise in sea level mean that beaches are likely to experience rapid change over the next decades.  As sea levels rise and storms events become more intense, storm surges and erosion will increase and with disastrous localized impacts on both beach and dune systems .Changes to the natural structure, function, distribution and abundance of coastal and terrestrial species living in beach environments is likely. Given an uncertain future, we need a proactive strategy where the entire beach system including its sediment sources, adjacent headlands that anchor the beach, tidal ponds and and wetlands are protected so that the beach system has room to migrate and rebuild itself in response to natural and human-induced pressures.
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