Panel may suggest review
of policies for growing coast

By Gareth McGrath
Staff Weiter

The head of the N.C. Coastal Resources Com-
mission thinks the time has come to review the
way the state manages the coast.

With Hurricane 1sabel still fresh in people’s
minds, Eugene Tomlinson said the fact that a rel-
atively weak storm like [sabel could cause such
extensive destruction should prompt a review of
how the state is regulating and overseeing its
coastal resources.

“This review would pro-
vide an excellent opportu-
nity to celcbrate our suc-
cesses, learn from our mis-
lakes, and devise new and
more cffective approaches
to meeting the challenges
of the next 30 years,” Mr.
- Tomlinson said this weck at
the board’s quarterly meet-
ing in Wilmington.

The CRC is expected to
consider a resolution in January recommending
the slate undertake a wide-ranging review of its
coaslal policies.

Right now 27 agencics have some type of ju-
rigdiction over coastal areas. Mr, Tomlinson said
that's too much fragmentation.

“As a result, we are losing in our mandate to pro-
tect the natural resources of the coast — resources
that belong to the people of North Carolina,” he
said.

A review next year also would coincide with the
30th anniversary of the Coastal Area Manage-
ment Act. But North Caroling’s coast looked vast-
ly different in 1974 than it does today.

The population of the state's 20 coastal coun-
ties jumped 62 percent between 1970 and 2000.

Some occanfront counties are growing even
fr-ter,

In Brunswick County, the population jumped
more than 200 percent, Pender wasn’t far behind,
with 126 percent growth, while New Hanover
saw a 93 percent increase in population.

Tomlinson

The housing stock in some counties has in-
creased even faster than the population. In
Brunswick, for example, there were 322 scasonal
rental units in 1970. There were more than 15,000
in 2000 —a 4,700 percent increasc.

But state agencies, starved for funding, baven't
kept up with the increased workload.

This fiscal year, Coastal Management took an
11 percent cut in its budget as Gov. Mike Easley
ordered state agencies to tighten their fiscal belts
to cope with another budget deficit.

The agency was then asked to return another
2 percent of its budget in the first quarter.

Money is so tight that Coastal Management
Director Donna Moffitt told the board a propos-
al for additional meetings because of the com-
mission's expanded workload might have to be
scaled back.

In other cases, the General Assembly has ap-
proved well-intentioned environmental legisla-
tion but not given the regulatory agencies the ad-
ditional funding to do the work,

“Passing a resolution that's not well-thought out
can sometimes do more harm than good,” said
Courtney Hackney, vice chairmar of the CRC and
a biologist at the University of North Carolina at
Wilmington. “If you can’t do the job right, then
maybe you shouldn't do it.”

Dr. Hackney this spring wrote a tongue-in-
cheek newspaper letter recommending that
CAMA be abolished because it “now regulates
mostly the honest citizens.”

Mr. Tomlinson’s push for a review of state pol-
icy follows similar recornmendations by the N.C.
Coastal Federation.

The coastal walchdog group said regulations on
the books have helped slow down environmental
degradation aleng the coast, but the rules have
been crafted to appease cveryonce,

That leaves too many holes, the group said.

Case in point is a rule against sccondary strue-
tures, such as swimming pools, between seaside

‘homes and the occan. The rule was meant to re-

duce the chance of debris damaging neighboring
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properties. But the develop-
ment community got the Gen-
cral Asscmmbly 1o pass an ex-
zmption for swimming pools.

Mr. Tomlinson was in a
group a decade ago that per-
formed a similar review of the
state’s coastul polices.

The Coastal Futures Comn-
mittee ended up making more
than 200 ohservations and rec-
ommendations:

But many of those proposed
improvements are still just that,
Mr. Tomlinson, howcver, said
i’'s not too late to revive and
improve the state’s regulatory
framework.

It also miakes sense.

“It is cheaper and easier to
fix up front than to repair after-
ward,” Mr. Tomlinson said.
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Time to get rid of coastal act

he time has come to abolish
I the state's Coastal Area
Management Act
(CAMA), It has lost the support
of the legistature, the current ad-
ministration, environmental and
development groups alike, and
worst of all, it now regulates
mostly the honest citizens.

CAMA was established by the
legislature more than 25 years
ago to direct development in the
20 coastal counties. North Caroli-
na’s program has been a model
for other states, with its inde-
pendent, rule-making body (the
Coastal Resources Commission)
and technical advisory body
(Coastal Resources Advisory
Committee)} teamed with the Di-
vision of Coastal Management.

Despite the fact that CAMA
prohibited regulation of both for-
estry and agricultural activities, it
was successful at dividing the
rich coastal legacy of the state
between developers, the tourist
industry, conservation groups
wishing to preserve clean water
and fishermen who depend on na-
ture’s coastal communities for a
living. Balancing the needs of
growing coastal communities and
the increasingly stressed coastal
waters -has been no smali task.
Few outside the regulatory com-
munity comprehend the myriad
rules that intersect along the
coast, where any change in devel-
opment can affect insurance pre-
miums, tax bases, federal cost
share, etc.

Today, however, the situation
has changed. No longer does the
General Assembly accept the
wisdom of the Coastal Resources
Commission, its advisory board
of the citizens who participate in
the lengthy rulemaking process.
Increasingly, bills are introduced
in the legislature with nothing
more than a title. At the very last
minute and without debate, lan-
guage is added that overturns
ruies passed by the CRC to pro-
tect the lives and properties of al
the state’s citizens.

While these bills await the ad-
dition of language in communi-
ties, they are used to force favor-
able action by both the Coastal
Management Division on permit
decisions and to pressure the
CRC to pass rules favorable to

!

No longer does the
General Assembly
accept the wisdom of

the Coastal Fur
Resources .
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Commission.
“special” constituents,

There is no debate regarding
the legislature’s power to alter
CAMA; it is the elected body of
the state and that is the legisia-
tors’ job. The real question is
whether altering regulations
based on the needs of a single
constituent group serves all the
citizens of the state, Whether this
is wise or not, the General As-
sembly has increasingly taken on
the rule-making role previously
delegated to the CRC.

The Governor’s Office seems
to have recognized the direction
the legislature has taken and has
reduced its support of CAMA,
with a proposed 8 percent budget
cut despite continued and accel-
erated increases in development
along the coast. The DCM staff is
no longer able to carry out its re-
quired tasks or to fully evaluate
permits. The Coastal Federation
has hired ancther Coast Keeper
to keep an eye on what it consid-
ers an overly developed and over-
exploited coast, because they
recognize that DCM no longer
has the staff or funds to find and
prosecute those who vielate per-
mits.

Without the fear of prosecu-
tion, only honest citizens follow
rules designed to protect the
coastal environment. Honest citi-
zens do not need permits or
rules, only education to protect
the coast.

The role of the CRC has
largely become handling disputes

over the intent of rules or re-
quests by citizens for exceptions
to rules. This is not because all
the rules needed to protect
coastal resources are in place.
Continual declines in shellfishing
waters are evidence that devel-
opment has exceeded appropri-
ate rules. There is no longer suf-

ficient staff or even meeting time
to carry out tasks assigned by
CAMA.

The final reason to rescind
CAMA is the most serious. The
original enabling legislation es-
sentially prescribed a way to di-
vide coastal resources among
those wishing to exploit them.
Today, those resources have
largely been allocated and the
questions coming to the CRC re-
late to which user group should
have priority use of resources.
CAMA does not prescribe how
this is to be done. Interest groups
now go directly to legisiators or
those in the administrative
branch whom they supported in
the last election to gain priority
use of coastal resources.

While there are clearly nega-
tive aspects to the elimination of
CAMA, there are also some posi-
tive ones, Mary coastal rules are
designed to mesh with federal
onesg, and the lack of CAMA will
force the federal government to
use its staff. This also lessens the

. ability of individual contributors

and elected officials to affect per-
mit decisions. Local govern-
ments that have long chafed over
the authority granted the CRC
will now bhe forced to hire their
own staffs, engage consultants,
and “liaison” with federal agen-
Cles.

It will also be clear when natu-
ral disasters strike who is re-
sponsihle. No longer will legsla-
tors be able to blame the CRC for
stiffing development one week
and then blame it a few weeks
later (after a hurricane) for per-
mitting people to build in such
dangerous areas,

Those familiar with the built-
out coasts of states such as New
Jersev and New York realize
where 2 path without CAMA wiil
lead, but the question is whether
North Carolina’s current path is
doing anything more than making
us feel good.

Courtiey Hackneyis alongtime
member of the Coastal Resources
Commission and currently serves
asits vice-chairma. Heisa
UNCW professor of biological sei-
ences who spectalizes in the study of
eshuaries.
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