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im Barefoot has fond 
memories of growing up 
fishing – feet in the surf or 

out in the boat – catching 
flounder, red drum and speck-

led trout. Over the years, he’s 
watched the sport he loved dwindle and decline.

In just the few years since 2000, when he 
started offering guided charter and commercial 
fishing tours, a lot has changed.

“I don’t flounder fish anymore,” he said.
It wasn’t an easy decision, giving up some-

thing he loves. But he felt he couldn’t avoid it.
“It’s a matter of sheer numbers. When I start-

ed fishing more than I was catching, I started to 
understand that the population was depleted. It’s 
still depleted and we’re only taking half-steps 
toward fixing it.”

Although the status of Cape Fear fisheries 
may be under the radar to some, more and more 
people—from concerned fishermen to environ-
mental advocates—are beginning to speak up 
and push for solutions.

Groups such as the Recreational Fishing Al-
liance, Fish for Tomorrow, the Coastal Fisher-
ies Reform Group, the Cape Fear River Watch 
(CFRW) and the N.C. Coastal Federation are all 
talking about new ways—like building artifi-
cial reefs and fish ladders along the Cape Fear 
River—to create sustainable fishing in southeast-
ern North Carolina. 

Healthy fish populations indicate a healthy 
ecosystem; and healthy waters could have a huge 
impact on the area. Recreational fishing pumps 
more than $2 billion into North Carolina’s 
economy.

“If fishermen come here and there’s nothing 

to catch, it affects every business in the county,” 
Barefoot said.

Re-creating a strong fishery is a complicated 
process that involves understanding the many 
facets of a coastal ecosystem and balancing the 
concerns of both commercial and recreational 
fishermen. But those who know the issue best 
say there are promising solutions.

Stock Enhancement
One idea is raising young fish (that would nor-

mally face problems such as habitat destruction 
in the wild) in labs and ponds and then releasing 
them to supplement existing fish populations.

Locally, educational aquaculture programs 
such as those at South Brunswick High School 
and the University of North Carolina at Wilm-
ington are studying and experimenting with the 

best practices. 
Wade Watanabe is the Aquaculture Program 

Coordinator at UNCW’s Center for Marine 
Science and Byron Bey founded the aquaculture 
program at South Brunswick in 1987. Both focus 
on enhancing the Southern Flounder population. 
They are a high-demand fish, both for sport and 
food—perhaps too in demand. According to the 
N.C. Division of Marine Fisheries, flounder are 
depleted and over-fished.

The Monterey Bay Aquarium, in Monterey 
California, which tracks fish populations across 
the country and around the world for its sustain-
able seafood guides, recommends avoiding all 
Atlantic flatfish for the same reason.

Are young, 3-5 inch flounder, called finger-
lings, grown in ponds and aquariums a solution?

Barefoot thinks so. He helps to organize the 
annual Flat Bottom Girls Flounder Tournament, 
which is a one of a kind event around here, be-
cause they collect eggs from the female flounder 
that are caught. The timing is good, because 
the tournament takes place in November, just 
as the fish are beginning to spawn. They collect 
hundreds of thousands of eggs, which are then 
fertilized and used for local aquaculture efforts. 
The fish are kept alive and continue to produce 
eggs.

“Flounder used to be the number one sought 
after fish in this area,” he said. “They’re not any-
more, because frankly, they’re just about impos-
sible to catch. If we could build the population 
back up, it would be tremendous.”

Recently the Got-em-On Live Bait fishing 
club agreed to help as well. They have five 
members-only flounder tournaments every year 
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At left: Tim Barefoot heads out with a crew to do 
maintenance on the artifical reef one mile east of 
the Mariott Hotel in Carolina Beach.

Concrete pipes (seen here) are dumped on the 
reef site during this trip.

The state of Texas did 
a study and found that 
every red drum caught 
brought $240 into the  
local economy where it 
was caught. A red drum 
averages about 3-5 lbs. 
That’s $60 per pound. 

Fish populations are reaching  

a drastically low level. So low in 

fact, that our kids may be the 

last generation to enjoy fishing. 

It’s not too late to change our 

ways, but we’re running out of 

time. These groups offer solu-

tions. We should listen closely.
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and the participants are encouraged to donate 
their live females to Fish for Tomorrow.

“It’s all about conservation,” said Got-em-On 
Club President Mike Coleman. “We’re trying 
to look after our youth and make sure they have 
something to look forward to.” 

Rock Weirs
Another component to improving area fish 

populations is the Cape Fear River. The river 
provides spawning habitat for striped bass, shad, 
river herring, and the endangered short and long-

nosed sturgeon. These are all anadromous fish; 
fish that live in the ocean, but travel up rivers 
to spawn. The long-nosed sturgeon is the most 
impressive of them all—they can grow to over 9 
feet and weigh up to 700lbs.

Since 1915, when construction of the lock and 
dam system began along the river, populations of 
these native fish have decreased by 90 percent, 
according to the Cape Fear River Watch.

“And our native striped bass are almost gone,” 
said Doug Springer, Cape Fear Riverkeeper and 
executive director of CFRW. 
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The group is trying to recruit support and 
build consensus for what they say is a win-win 
solution. Building rock weirs along the lock and 
dams would allow fish to swim and leap past 
the barriers, without interrupting the dams that 
are critical to the area’s drinking water supply. 
These types of weirs use large boulders and piles 
of rocks to create pools and small waterfalls that 
mimic natural structures. 

“If we could restore our fishery, it would be 
the greatest success story along the U.S. coast,” 
Springer said.

CFRW’s main concern is about improving 
water quality. 

“But fish are canaries in the coal mine for 
water quality,” says Springer. “And fishing gets 
people connected with the resource we’re trying 
to protect.”

Like it or not, fishing generates more public 
interest than water quality—from the public 
and from those in public office. People like to 
fish and politicians like to create jobs. With that 
in mind, the CFRW looked into the economic 
benefits of improving the striped bass, shad and 
herring fishery. They estimate that these im-
provements could bring the Cape Fear Region an 
addition $5 million a year. [Tim Barefoot thinks 
that number is extremely conservative.]

Artificial Reefs
Dick Stone, a fisheries consultant retired from 

a career in marine science, was one of those 
responsible for working on the first national 
artificial reef plan in the 1980s.

“Artificial reefs are absolutely an impor-
tant fishery management tool,” he said. “They 
enhance the population of fishes and provide a 
spot, especially for those new at fishing, where 
they can catch fish.”

Artificial reefs can be designed as a nursery 
for small fish or to shelter adult fish. 

Locally, “Our reefs are a combination of the 
two,” said Stone.

Also, regional reef projects tend to go hand-
in-hand with restoring native oysters. North 
Carolina’s Eastern Oyster is another species that 
has declined in population, by an estimated 90%, 
in the last century.

The N.C. Coastal Federation (NCCF) has 
been conducting oyster habitat restoration and 
creation projects along the central and southern 
coast since 1998. According to the group, one 
healthy oyster reef can provide habitat for more 
than an estimated 300 different organisms. This 
number includes adult and juvenile fish, shrimp, 
clams and blue crabs.

In addition to fostering this kind of ecosystem, 
oysters clean the water.

One adult oyster filters sediment, bacteria and 
plankton from between 25-50 gallons of water 
per day. To the NCCF, more oysters mean more 
habitat for aquatic species, more seafood and 
cleaner water.

The group has used more than 30,000 bushels 
of oyster shells, including recycled shells from 
restaurants and oyster roasts, to build reefs. The 
shells are planted at specific inshore or sub-tidal 

Delaware has had great 
success making reefs 
out of old New York City 
subway cars. In fact, 
New York paid Delaware 
to take them off their 
hands! 

sites to form the base of the new reefs. They are 
then seeded with oyster larvae.

“These reefs are important if you want more 
small fish,” said Barefoot, who helped work on 
the artificial reef placed in about a mile out from 
the Courtyard Marriott in Carolina Beach. “And 
then, they can hopefully grow into big fish.”

Public Awareness
It isn’t likely that any of these efforts will 

have a large impact unless the public also gets 
behind them and supports fisheries replenish-
ment.

Groups active in the effort hope that planning 
fishing tournaments, like the Flat Bottom Girls, 
will draw people to the cause.

In December, CFRW hosted its first Cape Fear 
River Striped Bass Invitational Fishing Tourna-
ment. 

“With events like this, we are trying to get 
people together—all of the stakeholders in this 
issue, from citizens to government agencies to 
environmental groups,” Springer said.

The tournament included seven licensed cap-
tains, who caught and released 78 Stripers and 
tagged 44 of them for future study.

File this in the “What not to 
do” department. Millions of 
tires were dumped off the 
coast of Fort Lauderdale, 
Florida to make an arti-
ficial reef. Unfortunately, 
the steel straps used to 
hold them together melted 
away and the tires have 
been washing up on shore 
ever since. Meanwhile, 
the ones that stayed put 
never attracted sea life. 
They’re either too toxic or 
too mobile.

Just about anything can be used to make an artificial reef—as long as it isn’t 
toxic. Shellfish and coral will attach to anything, and fish will be happy to 
take up residence in anything that offers them protection.

The artificial reef one mile 
east of the Carolina Beach 
Marriott is made of reef 
balls like these along with 
old concrete pipes.

This old tank was used to 
create a reef off the coast 
of South Carolina.

Making people aware of the state of fish popu-
lations in southeastern North Carolina is the only 
way to change some of the ineffective practices 
that lead to the problem, Barefoot says. He 
gives the example of using of gill nets and some 
trawlers which destroy habitat and kill countless 
young flounder and other species.

“I don’t want to see commercial fishermen 
put out of business,” he says. “But they’ll put 
themselves out of business if they keep up these 
destructive practices.”

Barefoot and other fishing fans would also 
like to see some of the funds raised by the 
fishing industry, like the fees from licenses, go 
back into improving the fishing community and 
helping traditional watermen transition to new 
methods.

He’d also like to see legislators build a state-
of-the-art stock enhancement facility like other 
coastal communities have done. Depending on 
the size, it could produce between 1-5 million 
flounder fingerlings each year, he said.

“Fishermen should have the ability to control 
our own destiny,” he said. “We’ve got to realize 
that the way we’re doing business right now 
isn’t sustainable.”

And he’d love the local fishing culture to not 
only persevere, but grow stronger.

“I grew up with a fishing pole in my hand,” 
he said. “And my boys love it. I think they love 
it more than I did. It’s a part of our heritage. We 
have got to find a way to make fishing sustain-
able into the 22nd century. And just doing things 
the same way we’ve always been doing them 
isn’t going to cut it.”

The weirs that Cape 
Fear River Watch 
proposes installing 
along the locks and 
dams on the Cape 
Fear River will be of 
the rock-ramp type. 
This type of weir 
consists of large 
boulders and piles 
of rocks to create 
pools and small 
waterfalls that mimic 
natural structures. 
This allows fish to 
climb upstream 
while leaving the 
natural environment 
unharmed.
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Tim Barefoot’’s son Taylor (with hat) looks at his first 
place catch after the 2008 Flat Bottom Girls Tournament. 
The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree! 


