Carters Beach Nature Reserve - Update
Winter/Spring 2014

Parks & Protected Areas Plan

Carters Beach

Nova Scotia Environment (NSE) would like to update you
on the pending Carters Beach Nature Reserve. We’re
also looking for your input and will hold an information
and planning session this spring. We will let you know
when a final date is set and we hope you can attend.

In addition to the province-wide consultations, local
residents invited NSE to a community meeting about
Carters Beach in May, 2013.

The Parks and Protected Areas Plan was released in
August 2013 and provides for the protection of
approximately 13 per cent of our province’s outstanding
landmass by 2015.
The new parks and protected areas system will include:
 205 provincial parks;
 84 wilderness areas; and,
 138 nature reserves, one of which will be Carters
Beach Nature Reserve.
Provincial protected areas that count toward our legal
protection goal include wilderness areas, nature
reserves, and some provincial parks.
For more information on wilderness areas and nature
reserves, visit:
http://www.novascotia.ca/nse/12percent/
docs/12.percent.Quick.Facts_Wilderness-Areas.pdf
http://www.novascotia.ca/nse/12percent/
docs/12.percent.Quick.Facts_Nature-Reserves.pdf
In 2013, the province hosted 18 open house sessions
across Nova Scotia and received more than 2,000
suggestions and comments.

During the community meeting, people told us how they
used the beach, what they valued about it, and their
future ideas for management of the area. We heard that
many people support the nature reserve designation.
A large number of visitors come to the beach in the
summer, and popular activities include swimming,
picnicking, walking, boating, and other recreational
activities. Many people value the area’s natural beauty
and want to see it kept for future generations.
Some concerns and suggestions from the community
included:
 Improve walking trail to access Carters Beach and
Spectacle Islands;
 Consider interpretive signs;
 Improve the parking lot;
 Reduce parking along the road; and,
 Address garbage disposal and human waste.

Sensitive site
The beach and islands are very sensitive and need to be
carefully managed. We need to look after the dunes, as
well as the ecological processes, and the plants and
animals that keep the ecosystem together and working.

The final Parks and Protected Areas Plan reflects the
extensive input received throughout the entire
consultation process. For more information about what
we heard, visit:
http://novascotia.ca/parksandprotectedareas/pdf/What
-We-Heard_Our-Parks-and-Protected-Areas2013.pdf
Beachgoers enjoy a sunny day at Carters Beach

Sensitive site with rich heritage
In addition to the natural erosion and deposition of sand,
the dunes are also being eroded from people walking
over them and Piping Plovers that once nested on the
beach have not been observed for a number of years.
Given the sensitivity of this site, Carters Beach is not
planned to be a commercially developed tourist
destination. Decisions around facilities will be linked to
the goals for protection and education, while supporting
some public access.
People may continue to visit the beach for day use,
however, we want to ensure it is used in a way that
doesn’t erode the ecosystem, and is within the carrying
capacity of the beach and islands. Carrying capacity
refers to the maximum amount of human disturbance
that the area can support without harmful effects.
Monitoring of ecosystem health will be an important
component of the future management of this site.
NSE Environment staff are also liaising with the Spectacle
Light Society regarding stewardship of the Port Mouton
Lighthouse on Spectacle Islands. We believe there is an
exciting opportunity to combine efforts for maintaining
and promoting the cultural heritage of the lighthouse
with the protection of the area’s important ecological
values.
Over time, we would also like to gather more
information about how and why the beach and islands
are being used by visitors, and also learn more about the
area’s ecology. If you would like to read about the
ecological values of the area, please check out the
attached report.
The area also has a rich cultural heritage that includes
Mi’kmaq, early French and then ensuing English
settlement.

Port Mouton Lighthouse, Spectacle Islands

Additional Planning
Carters Beach is slated to become a Nature Reserve
because of its unique ecosystems. This special place
will require careful planning to ensure protection of its
natural values, while continuing to support informal use
by the local community that is consistent with the
emphasis on protection.
As a first step, NSE will host a meeting in Port Mouton
this spring to determine how to best work with the
community to develop a comprehensive management
plan.

Questions or comments
After this meeting, NSE staff will continue to work with
the community, and groups like the Spectacle Light
Society, to address suggestions for heritage
appreciation and low impact recreational use.
More information and the interactive map can be
accessed through the Parks and Protected Areas
website at:
http://novascotia.ca/parksandprotectedareas/.
If you have any questions or comments, please contact:
Sally Steele, Protected Areas Coordinator –
Western Region
Nova Scotia Environment
60 Logan Road, Bridgewater, N.S.
B4V 3J8
Phone: (902) 543-4685
Fax: (902) 527-5480
Email: steelesd@gov.ns.ca

Brief Overview of the Ecology of Carters Beach, Spectacle
Islands, and Jackies Island

Beach Ecology
Carters Beach is more than just a beach: It’s a beachdune-salt marsh-stream-forest system - that works
together and is heavily influenced by coastal waves,
tides, and winds.

Carters Beach is an outstanding

example diverse ecosystems and habitats for several
at-risk species in Atlantic Canada.
The beach itself is known as a bay head beach, and is
made up of a series of pocket beaches connected to
small islands, like Spectacle, Jackies, and Massacre. This
type of beach only forms with enough sand and enough
wind at the right orientation. Winds in this area of the
province are greatest in the winter, with easterly and

Ecosystem types — Carters Beach

northeasterly winds having the greatest influence on

On the backshore of the beach are small, salt tolerant

Carters Beach.

plants like sea rocket and orach. These small plants

The beach was likely formed from

offshore glacial deposits, however the southern end of

capture and start to stabilize the sand and form embryo

the beach was formed from eroding old dunes.

dunes. This backshore community is extremely sensitive
to human trampling by foot or by motorized vehicle.

Carters Beach has been known to provide nesting
habitat for the endangered piping plover. These small
shorebirds nest on the dry beach between the dune
vegetation and the high tide mark. Their nests are easily
disturbed by human and animal traffic and they are
declining in rapid numbers.

Repeated trampling can result in the decline of this
community and prevent new dune formation.
Immediately shoreward of the embryo dunes are the
dune meadows, which are dominated by marram grass.
Marram grass stabilizes the sand with its extensive
rhizomes, which help begin the process of soil formation. The fore-dune at Carters Beach has the highest
dunes on the Atlantic Coast.

Source: Atlantic Canada Conservation Data Centre

Piping Plover at Beach Meadow Beach. Photo by Ron Williams

Rare species

Dune Ecology
Dynamic
System

In the dune meadow are some very rare species. Scaly

Carters Beach is a complex of different ecosystems,

jellyskin, a lichen that is part fungi and part

interacting to maintain a dynamic system. It provides

cyanobacteria, fixes nitrogen out of the air. Nitrogen is

an excellent example of dune development and

a nutrient in short supply in dune ecosystems. Two rare

contains a rich salt marsh ecosystem. Carters Beach

mosses have also been recently found at Carters Beach,

provides habitat for rare and at-risk species and a

one of which may be the only known location in Nova

diversity of ecosystems.

Scotia. Dune meadows are also sensitive to trampling
and human traffic can cause blowouts. Blowouts occur
where vegetation has been killed, leaving bare sand.
Wind subsequently erodes the dune causing a breach in
the ridge of dunes.
At the southern end of Carters Beach, the beach and
dunes are prograding, which means they are growing
and moving seaward. This is an unusual development
for this type of system in this area. There are several
ridges of dune meadow at Carters Beach but inland of
the dune meadow is shrub-heath. Shrub-heath is made
up mostly of bayberry, a sweet smelling low-shrub. Inland of the shrub-heath is a white spruce-dune forest.
The oldest dunes are in the forest, then shrub-heath,
then dune meadow, with the fore-dune being the
youngest.

Cross section of a dune ecosystem

Spectacle Islands, Massacre, &
Jackies Island

Dune systems are some of the few native grassland
ecosystems in Nova Scotia to support the rare and
provincially vulnerable, Short-eared Owl. Dune systems
are also important habitats for a variety of more
common species, such as the Northern Harrier, Red Fox,
numerous small mammal species, and, during migration,
Whimbrel and other shorebirds.
A small salt marsh is also present at Carters Beach. The
salt marsh was formed from sediment deposits, partly
from a brook that empties into Port Mouton Bay. The
dunes also provide protection, allowing the sediment
deposits and formation of the salt marsh. Otherwise,
the sediment would be washed away by the brook, high
tides, and waves. Salt marshes are one of the most
productive ecosystems in Nova Scotia and provide
important feeding areas for shorebirds and waterfowl,

Spectacle Islands, Massacre & Jackies Island

The islands off Carters Beach - Spectacle, Massacre, and
Jackies - have significant value as breeding habitat for
colonial water birds such as cormorants, herons, gulls,
eiders, and possibly other species. Different colonial
species have different nesting requirements.

An array of life
Some, such as eiders, storm petrels, gulls, and terns,
nest exclusively on the ground. Others, like cormorants,
nest either on the ground or in trees, while herons nest
primarily in trees.
Ground-nesting species are
essentially tied exclusively to islands for breeding
because, as ground-nesters, they are extremely
vulnerable to mammalian predators - predators that
rarely spend much time on islands. Both tree- and
ground-nesting species are also extremely sensitive to
human disturbance of their colonies during the breeding
season. Visitation of colonies during the spring and
summer months can cause high rates of nest failure, or
even complete colony abandonment.

Dune Ecolog

Once an island has been denuded of trees, tree-nesting
species will search for other islands to nest on. Some
ground-nesting species actually find denuded islands
more suitable as breeding habitat than forested islands
because the dense growth of herbaceous and shrubby
vegetation provides good nesting cover. Other groundnesters, such as Common Terns, which are often seen
foraging in Port Mouton Bay, prefer rocky, cobble, or
sandy areas largely free of vegetation.

Over many

decades, the forests on denuded islands often
regenerate, and are once again able to attract treenesting species to breed. In the interim, however, such
species need an ongoing supply of undisturbed,
still-forested islands on which to breed.
It is important to limit disturbance on Spectacle,
Massacre, and Jackies islands because they are either
current breeding sites, or natural future breeding sites
for colonial bird species. As noted above, such species
are particularly vulnerable to human disturbance during
the breeding season. Studies have shown that colonial
species often require buffers of 400 meters or more
from human activity to ensure successful breeding.

Short-billed Dowitcher & Greater Yellowlegs. Photo by David MacKinnon

In addition, a rare orchid was found on Spectacle Islands
this summer and staff are keen to do more research to

Some tree-nesting species, like cormorants and herons

discover what other species may call these spectacular

can, through their excrement, eventually kill the trees

islands home.

they nest in. Both Jackies and Massacre Islands exhibit
this phenomenon, primarily due to cormorant nesting.
Jackies Island is the southernmost known colony of
Great Cormorants, while Massacre Island is currently
occupied by Double-crested Cormorants and Herring
and Great Black-backed Gulls.
Records indicate that both Massacre and Jackies Islands
have supported several hundred breeding pairs of cormorants in the past, though these numbers appear to
have declined in recent years, perhaps due to habitat
change.

Piping Plover hatchlings — Wobamkek Beach. Photo by Ron Williams

