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PART I - FORWARD 
 
The Eastern Shore of Virginia’s undeveloped seaside environs are unmatched along the 
east coast, earning the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) World Biosphere Reserve designation. The 75-mile coastline includes thousands 
of acres of pristine salt marshes, vast tidal mudflats, shallow lagoons, and navigable tidal 
channels that support thriving seafood and recreational tourism industries, bound on the 
east by once partially-occupied, but now largely undeveloped, barrier islands.  
 
A film documentary trilogy by the Barrier Islands Center in Machipongo was made 
specifically to document life on the barrier islands while there are still people alive who 
remember what it was like to live there, and to capture the legacies of dwindling numbers 
of bird decoy carvers and commercial fishermen. The films highlight the resolute spirit of 
those who make their livings by the natural bounty of the sea and it surrounds, and the 
strong family traditions and community ties they forge. These craftsmen and watermen 
have long been guides to visitors drawn to their humble seaside towns –and at one time 
barrier island villages - to hunt and fish in environments teeming with wildlife and waters 
abundant with trophy catches.   
 
The Commercial and Recreational Use Assessment Reports document that legacy in a 
different way: by establishing a baseline data for commercial and recreational uses in the 
nearshore, inshore, and offshore zones off the Eastern Shore of Virginia. The commercial 
report utilizes data from the Virginia Marine Resources Commission (VMRC), the Greater 
Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office, and the Mid-Atlantic Regional Council on the Ocean 
(MARCO), supplemented by surveys of commercial fishermen. The recreation report 
analyzed and compiled existing recreational-use data, solicited key stakeholder 
information via a participatory Geographical Information Systems (GIS) workshop, and 
conducted aerial surveys during expected times of peak recreational use. 
 
Some commercial fishing activities surely resemble those of the earliest seafood harvesters 
on the Shore: harvesting wild-grown clams and oysters; using nets to corral or hoist 
catches from the sea; or baiting and setting traps. Others employ sophisticated radar and 
sonar technology aboard large vessels that ply the ocean depths with ease. Gear type, 
species landings, water body, month/season, and landside infrastructure were some of the 
information sets gathered and examined in the Commercial Use Assessment Report (Part II 
of this compiled report) in an attempt to characterize general activity and isolate specific 
patterns that could provide insight into possible conflicts commercial fishermen encounter.   
 
The commercial fishing data reflect widespread usage of the inshore and nearshore areas 
of the entire length of the Eastern Shore seaside, with concentrations at the northern end, 



 

generally encompassing the Chincoteague Bay-Assateague Island area, and the southern 
seaside from about Cedar Island southward. Unlike the Communities at Sea maps, the 
measure for inshore and nearshore activity is based on pounds and value, with shellfish 
heavily weighting the view.  
 
To supplement those data sets, VMRC permit holders were sent surveys seeking input 
about potential conflicts, and asking them to directly identify their geographic range of 
activity.  Of 37 fishermen who responded to the survey, 12 said they experienced no 
conflicts at all. Those at the northern end of the Eastern Shore were more likely to report 
conflicts, which is also where there was a high concentration of commercial fishermen, 
both under state and federal permits. And sometimes the conflicts they reported were not 
ones that would have been picked up from other data, such as the range closures for rocket 
launches at Wallops Flight Facility.  
 
What might have seemed a likely source of interference – recreational boaters and fishers –
garnered only six of 37 complaints from commercial fishermen, but they seemed to be 
more of an issue for gill net fishermen who were more active on the seaside of the barrier 
islands.  
 
That pattern is consistent with where the recreational activity was found during the 
recreational seaside assessment, which found the “shore use” – barrier island visitation – 
the top recreational use, with Assateague Island receiving three times as many 
observations as any other observed location on the seaside.   
 
Data for the Recreational Use Assessment Report (Part III of this compiled report) was 
gathered through a 44-participant stakeholder workshop, utilizing participatory GIS to 
identify and map 22 distinct recreational and cultural uses. Aerial photographs produced 
specifically for this project provided supplementary data, particularly regarding which 
areas received the most use during peak times. Fourteen aerial surveys of the seaside 
during peak times of recreational use resulted in over 2,000 photographs of 10 different 
recreational use types. 
 
In general, the majority of the recreational uses were observed along the barrier islands, at 
tidal inlets, and within navigable channels within the barrier island system. Use intensity 
tended to increase near ports, landings, and other water access points on the Seaside.  
 
The most intensely used area was Assateague Island and the Chincoteague Inlet vicinity, 
which were reported and observed as being the most popular places for recreational use, 
including shore use, swimming, shore fishing, and surface water sports. The next most 
popular areas for various recreational uses are the tidal inlets, barrier islands, and 
navigable channels. Three ports, Chincoteague, Wachapreague, and Oyster predominantly 
provide the majority of access to the offshore ocean for various recreational uses. 
Recreational use is weather-dependent for most uses and there are many use-types which 
coincide with seasonal changes in availability of migratory wildlife and aquatic life. 
 



 

The Seaside Special Area Management Planning (SAMP) team and MARCO have been 
investigating ways to better implement marine spatial planning on the Seaside and Mid-
Atlantic Ocean off Virginia by assessing the wide array of uses in inshore and offshore 
areas. These efforts have identified the need to attain recreational and commercial use data 
to provide for appropriate marine spatial planning and in turn, reduce marine use conflicts, 
maximize use efficiency, and enhance environmental and economic productivity. 
 
Taken together, these combined reports present a comprehensive data set for recreational 
use and commercial fishing and harvesting in the inshore, nearshore and offshore areas of 
the Eastern Shore seaside areas, and a baseline understanding of how humans use the 
ocean and its nearshore environs, and where those uses overlap to form areas of conflict or 
potential conflict.  
 



 

 

PART II – COMMERCIAL USE ASSESSMENT 

  



 

  



 

 

  



 



 

 



 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

PART III – RECREATIONAL USE 
ASSESSMENT 
 

  



 

 



 

 

  



 

  



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

  



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 



 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

  



 

  



 

 



 

 



 

  



 

 



 

  



 

  



 

  



 

 

  



 

 


