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Introduction
In this report the Nature Foundation St Maarten is raising its concern of the presence of parked and driving
vehicles on Sint Maarten beaches and summarizing the adverse effects it causes to the beach, wild life and
environment, including the negative impact it can have on the island's beach tourism.
With the help of this proposal report the Nature Foundation would like to urge the VROMI department to
take action to protect our beaches from the entering of vehicles and urge the St Maarten government to
increase beach protection by law. Therefore, an easy to execute action plan is proposed to block access to
the beach for cars and off-road vehicles.

1. Problems of Driving and Parking on Beaches in Sint Maarten
Beaches all around the island have long been used as an extension of parking areas as well as a common
place for 4-wheelers or off-road bikes to ride, especially in areas like Kim Sha Beach (picture 1 and 2), Mullet
Bay Beach (picture 3), Simpson Bay Beach and Guana Bay, as well as Gibbs Bay (picture 4) where tire tracks
are often found.

Picture 1. Quad and car parked daily on Kimsha Beach

Picture 2. Several vehicles parked on Kimsha Beach

Picture 3. Quad tracks on Mullet Bay Beach

Picture 4. Tire tracks on Gibbs Bay
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Picture 5. New vehicles being promoted on the beach setting,
showing the common believe that parking on a beach setting is
a regular thing
Picture 6. Tourist busses on the beach, a situation
which has since been rectified after reporting.

Picture 7. Garbage collection truck parked on beach.

Picture 8. Car stuck in sand due to beach driving and parking.

The Nature Foundation Sint Maarten has often expressed concerns regarding the way beaches, beach access
and beach recreation are being managed in the country. Numerous news articles were published in order to
make the public and decision makers aware of the hazardous impacts of driving on beaches, also several
social media posts were created to inform the people about these harmful practices. In general, monthly and
sometimes weekly, the Nature Foundation has to respond to issues affecting beaches on the island ranging
from beach construction, heavy equipment and other vehicles driving and parking on the beach, structures
such as fences and buildings being built, significant amount of trash being left on beaches, and public beach
access being restricted. Particularly vehicles being parked and driven on the beach is a worrisome situation,

3 | Page

of which we have received reports sometimes on a daily basis. Examples of reports of vehicles on beaches are
shown in Picture 5, 6, 7 and 8, the case of busses driving on beaches (picture 6) has since been resolved after
the Nature Foundation expressed their concerns. Often beaches are easily accessible by vehicles and the
entrance is not blocked to prevent cars from going on the beach, in the case of Kimsha beach, this situation
has been recently solved (picture 9).

Picture 9. Easy and welcoming entrance point for vehicles to Kimsha Beach (blocked in October, 2019 thanks to the
executing VROMI department).

2. Reasons to Prohibit Beach Driving and Parking
2.1 Physical components of parking and driving on beaches
The physical environment of sandy beaches is becoming increasingly modified by human activities, partly due
to the increase in tourism and population growth in coastal areas. These factors are severely changing the
ecology and morphology of coastal ecosystems, and as a result we see coast lines and beaches are becoming
sites of conflict between human demands and ecosystem conservation (Defeo, O. et al, 2009). In Sint
Maarten the presence of vehicles on the beaches is one of the factors that can alter the physical
environment.

2.1.1 Sand compaction and tire tracks
Vehicular traffic on the beach causes sand compaction, which will affect the morphology of the beach
(Sargent, S. et al, 2012). Sand compaction is the process in which downward pressure causes densification as
air is displaced from pores between the sand grains, causing the ground to harden. As a consequence, it
becomes more difficult or impossible for beach dwelling or burrowing fauna to penetrate into the sand.
Compaction of sand will also affect animals already buried in the sand, of specific concern are sea turtle eggs,
which in worse-case scenario will be crushed by the compaction as a vehicles drive over a nest.
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Another way in which vehicles on the beach can be harmful to the wildlife is by leaving tire tracks, also known
as tire ruts. The indentations in the sand by the tire tracks can obstruct small fauna, such as newly hatched
sea turtles on their first crawl to the sea, or trapping them in the tire ruts (Anders, F.J. et al, 1987).

2.1.2 Beach erosion
The beaches serve as the transition zone between the marine and terrestrial ecosystem and offers protection
from storm surge during hurricanes and tropical storms. Several studies have been conducted to determine
whether driving on sandy beaches is a factor that causes erosion, though not all studies are giving the same
conclusion. Some studies have found that sand compaction has a stabilizing effect on the beach (Nisha et al.),
as the tighter packed sand grains form a harder substrate, while others found it to be destabilizing, with the
effect related to the slope of the beach (Anders, F.J. et al, 1987).
Other studies show that tire rutting increases the transport of sediment across the beach, which will cause
erosion. In all studies the grain size of sand, wave action, wind shear and slope of the beach are variables to
take into account. These variables differ at different beach locations and change over time as a result of the
natural dynamics forming the beach, making it difficult to determine whether driving on the beaches in Sint
Maarten in general is a factor which causes erosion.
The view of the Nature Foundation is that the beaches should as far as possible be kept in their natural state,
without altering the sand layers, which any compaction, rutting and digging holes would result in.

2.2 Biological components of beach driving
One of the greatest concerns of driving vehicles on the beach, whether for recreational purposes or using
heavy equipment for cleanup services, is the damages it can cause to the terrestrial and marine wildlife, in
particular sea turtles.

2.2.1 Effects on sea turtle nesting success
Sea turtles are protected by international and local laws. There are seven sea turtle species worldwide, all of
which are on the IUCN (The International Union for Conservation of Nature) Red List of threatened species
(WIDECAST - Wider Caribbean Sea Turtle Conservation Network). Three sea turtle species are nesting on Sint
Maarten beaches, these are the Green Sea Turtle (Chelonia mydas), Hawksbill Sea Turtle (Eretmochelys
imbricata), and Leatherback Sea Turtle (Dermochelys coriacea). The Green and Leatherback sea turtles are
classified by IUCN as "Endangered”, which entails a suspected population reduction of 50% over the next 10
years, and the Hawksbill sea turtle as "critically endangered", which entails a population reduction of 80%
over the next 10 years. Locally sea turtles are protected by ARTICLE 16 and 17 of the Nature Conservation
Ordinance St. Maarten, which state it is illegal to kill, wound, capture, pick-up, and have animals that belong
to a protected animal species, to directly or indirectly disturb their environment resulting in a physical threat
or damage to the fauna or to commit other acts which result in disturbance of the animal. It is also forbidden
to upset an animal belonging to a protected species, to disturb damage or destroy its nest, lair, or breeding

5 | Page

place, as well, as to take the nest of such an animal. Also, it is forbidden to pick-up or to destroy the eggs of
animals belonging to a protected species.

Picture 10. Leatherback coming ashore at Simpson Bay.

Picture 11. Nest and sea turtle tracks on Gibbs Bay.

Sea turtle nesting season on Sint Maarten starts in April and ends in November each year, often hatching can
be observed into December. There are a few beaches which they prefer, nevertheless every beach on the
island can be a possible nesting beach. In the beginning of the season the adult female sea turtles will return
to the beach of their hatch, dig a nest in which she lay her eggs, see picture 10 and 11. Sea turtles also come
ashore to beaches which can be of great importance for tourism and beach activities, such as on Great Bay
Beach (picture 12), causing an additional threat to the sea turtle to nest and hatch safely. By the end of the
season the hatchlings will emerge from the nests and make their way to the sea, see picture 13 and 14.
During the nesting season sea turtles are extremely vulnerable to beach activities.

Picture 12. Sea turtle track and nesting on Great Bay beach in 2018.
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Driving on beaches can be detrimental to the sea turtle populations on Sint Maarten by directly and indirectly
affecting the sea turtle nesting. Compaction of the sand from driving vehicles can result in female turtles not
being able to bury their eggs and abandon the site without laying her eggs, termed as a "false crawl" (Steinitz,
M.J et al, 1998; Kleppan, D.R., 2013; Rumbold, D., 2001). During the incubation period when the eggs are
buried, they are also susceptible to the downward pressure which can crush the eggs as a vehicle pass over
the nest. As the turtle eggs hatch and the young sea turtles make their way from the nesting site to the
shoreline, tire tracks across the beach can obstruct or disorient the turtles' first crawl to the ocean or even
trap newly hatched sea turtles (WIDECAST - Wider Caribbean Sea Turtle Conservation Network).
The Nature Foundation would like to take this opportunity to enquire that the Nature Foundation is
consulted in any situations when heavy equipment is required to drive on the beach, for example in case of
special beach cleaning, such as extreme influx of Sargassum seaweed. Hereby the Nature Foundation is able
to take the necessary precautions in regards to minimal damage to sea turtle nests.

Picture 13. Hatching sea turtles at Guana Bay

Picture 14. Leatherback sea turtle hatching at Mullet Bay

2.2.2 Effects on other Wildlife
Beach driving can degrade the beach vegetation, especially at beaches where vehicles drive through the
coastal vegetation to enter the beach, resulting in part of the beach habitat being destroyed. Studies have
also found that beach driving affects the composition and abundance of sand dwelling invertebrates in a
negative manner, an important part, though not necessarily visible, of the natural community of beaches
(Davies, R. et al, 2016). Among these are several species of sand dwelling crustaceans which serve as food
source for shore birds on St Maarten.
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3. Tourism and Beach Recreation
Historically sandy beaches have played an important role as locations for recreation and is the base on which
tourism developed. One of the main attractions which draws tourists to Sint Maarten is visiting tropical
beaches, and the demand is high for quality beaches. Having vehicles parked and driving on the beach,
including possible leaking fuels and oils, does not consent with such as a tropical beach destination. Since
tourism is the main income of the island's one-pillar economy, it is of paramount importance to protect our
beaches and set goals to conserve this pristine resource. A growing tourism needs to go hand in hand with
improved environmental practices and regulations to minimize the impact on the natural environment which
attracts the tourists.

4. Proposal to Prevent Vehicles on the Beaches of Sint Maarten
A simple, short term proposal to stop vehicles from entering beaches has been developed by the Nature
Foundation St Maarten. The Foundation would like to request to block entry points to the beaches for
vehicles, such as cars, quads and other vehicles which are used to drive over the beaches. Boulders or
concrete blockade with little space in between could be used to prevent vehicles to enter. In October
concrete blocks were placed to block the entry at Kimsha Beach, see picture 15 and 16, such blocks could be
also used to block entrance to other beaches, another option is to use natural large rocks. For each beach the
possible blockage for vehicles to enter will be showed and discussed below.

Picture 15 and 16. Concrete blocks placed to block entrance for vehicles to Kimsha beach

On the long term the Nature Foundation would like to call on Parliament to come with concrete legislation on
how beaches should be managed and protected in terms of their ecological and economic importance.
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4.1 Mullet Bay Beach
Mullet Bay Beach is one of the most frequented beaches on the island and also an important sea turtle
nesting site, Mullet Bay is also being used as a race track for quads, see picture 17. An existing parking lot
provides parking for visitors and users, despite that there are occasionally vehicles on the beach which has
access at three entrance points. We suggest that these will be blocked by natural boulders or concrete blocks
placed to stop any vehicles, especially quads, for entering (see picture 18, 19 and 20)

Picture 17. Right beside the new beach signs showing the
prohibition of beach driving, several quad tracks were found
on Mullet Bay beach in mid-October 2019.

Picture 18. Mullet Bay beach - Entry 1

Picture 19. Mullet Bay Beach - Entry 2: Boulder already present
to be relocated for blocking entrance

Picture 20. Mullet Bay beach - Entry 3
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4.2 Kimsha Beach by Roxy
Driving and parking on Kimsha Beach posed a lot of problems, however in October 2019 concrete blocks were
placed stopping most of the traffic into the beach (picture 15 and 16). Since these blocks were placed vehicles
are still entering via the access by Roxy. This access is should be blocked as well so no vehicles can access the
beach, see picture 21 and 22.

Picture 21. Vehicles are still entering Kimsha Beach after the placement of concrete blocks
in October, using the access via Roxy Beach parking lot and water sport.

Picture 22. Vehicles reported regularly still being parked on Kimsha beach after the placement
of concrete blocks in October, using the access via Roxy Beach parking lot and water sport.
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4.3 Belair Beach
Belair Beach in Little Bay is now partially a people beach and with certain weather conditions sand will
dominate the beach. The entrance to the beach turns off at the Belair Hotel driveway and a dirt road leads to
the beach. The proposal is to place boulders to block driving along the beach, see picture 23 or 24 as a
possible solution.

Picture 23. Entrance to Belair Beach from Belair Hotel driveway.

Picture 24. Belair Beach: Proposal to block driving along beach
with natural boulders.
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4.4 Guana Bay Beach
Guana Bay Beach is the most important sea turtle nesting site on Sint Maarten, with 42% of all observed sea
turtle nests in Sint Maarten on just that one particular beach. Guana Bay is also one of the beaches which is
seriously affected by the occasional extreme influx of Sargassum sea weed and due to the importance as a
nesting beach, it is of utmost importance that clean-up efforts with heavy equipment is coordinated with the
Nature Foundation (picture 25 and 26).

Picture 25. Entry road to Guana Bay Beach

Picture 26. Suggested blocking of vehicle entry onto the beach. Natural
boulders present to use as blockade.
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4.5 Gibbs Bay Beach
Gibbs Bay Beach is accessed through Dawn Beach Residence and is also an important nesting site for sea
turtles. Tracks from 4-wheel quarts have often been observed on the beach and therefore boulders should be
placed so this kind of access is hindered, see picture 27 and 28.

Picture 27. Gibbs Bay - Possible blocking of vehicle entry point to Gibbs Bay Beach

Picture 28. Gibbs Bay - Suggested placing of boulders at entry point.
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5. Conclusion
With this proposal report the Nature Foundation hopes to see an end to vehicles driving and parking on the
beaches as the blockades will stop vehicles to enter. The Nature Foundation urges that Sint Maarten beaches
remain their natural coastal dynamics as far as possible and urges to make driving and parking on beaches on
the long run prohibited by law with the possibility of fines given in cases of violation. We call upon the
decision makers that in the near future Sint Maarten will have a Beach Policy which effectively will safeguard
Sint Maarten beaches and protected it from vehicles access and also allows to fine violators.
The Nature Foundation would like to remind both the public and decision makers that beaches are the most
important natural resource and anything must be done to protect and sustainably develop this resource.
Unsustainable activities such as beach construction, driving on beaches and littering on beaches not only has
significant environmental effects but also affects the economy and the image of Sint Maarten, especially now
in the rebuilding and recovery phase of the island.
The Nature Foundation requests to be consulted by the VROMI department and private businesses before
any heavy equipment is needed to drive on the beaches of St Maarten, for example in case of sand
movement on beaches or removal of extreme influx of Sargassum seaweed. Hereby the Nature Foundation is
able to inform about the locations of sea turtle nests, take the necessary precautions in regards to minimal
damage to sea turtle nests and the environment.
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