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Beach Driving at Risk In Truck Beach Stance
Times have changed; there are far more four-wheel-drive vehicles here than a generation ago
By Editorial | June 16, 2016 - 12:29pm

No matter where one might stand on the question of Napeague Truck Beach, it is likely that no one is going to be
happy once the verdict is announced in the ongoing lawsuit, probably at the end of the summer. 

A group of property owners sued East Hampton Town and the town trustees seeking to end the summer weekend
use of a 4,000-foot-long stretch of sand as a de facto bathing beach and truck parking area. The defense has
countered that beach driving is not only a tradition but enshrined in assurances that date to colonial times. 

The fact is, though, that where once one might have seen no more than a handful of trucks on the beach east of
Napeague Lane on a summer’s day, now there can be more than 100. Times have changed; there are far more four-
wheel-drive vehicles here than a generation ago. Anyone who claims otherwise is just not remembering what it was
like in, say, the 1970s and 1980s. 

East Hampton Town officials are at fault for not taking steps to head off what they should have recognized was
coming — a confrontation between homeowners and Truck Beach users. With as many as 100,000 people in East
Hampton Town on a sunny summer weekend, it should be obvious that policies have to change to keep up. The
town should have found an appropriate location years ago for an additional ocean beach for residents; one that is
not plunked in front of other residents’ houses. Instead, the trustees and Town Hall have sided with the beach-
driving crowd, not really understanding that other taxpayers deserve consideration, too. 

Instead of finding a practical solution, the town appears ready to condemn the disputed beachfront, which is risky.
Condemnation advocates say the price will be minimal; the property owners who are suing warn that it could run
into the tens of millions or more. A court will ultimately decide. However, even if the town manages to buy Truck
Beach, a huge legal problem will remain, namely that proper health code procedures for creating a bathing beach
have not been followed there and that a court might decide that the unrestrained use of the beach by those who
arrive by truck is a public nuisance. In a worst case scenario, all but the most limited beach driving might well be at
risk depending on what a judge decides.

Meanwhile, at Three Mile Harbor, some residents have begun to complain about trucks parking on a small, flat
portion of sand inside the breakwaters. No matter that the beach is easily accessible from the public parking area at
Maidstone Park, some folks act as if it were a fundamental right to roll down and park on the beach. Frankly, to our
eye, it is terrible to see trucks backed up there nearly to water’s edge. It seems completely unnecessary for anyone to
drive a truck onto that beach, unless perhaps it is someone with a valid handicapped permit.

Leadership is needed now to guide the battle over Truck Beach, and other increasingly abused stretches like at
Three Mile Harbor, to a solution that works for all. Unfortunately, town officials, eager to capitulate to the four-
wheelers, may be setting themselves up for an even greater loss — one that ultimately brings an end to the hard-
fought, 350-plus years of public use of the beaches for such purposes as surfcasting and commercial fishing. By
digging in so firmly, the town and trustees are running the risk of losing the whole thing.
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To Condemn? That’s the Question
Sag Harbor hopes to acquire five parcels of waterfront just inside the bridge to North Haven
By Editorial | March 10, 2016 - 12:39pm

Two major municipal condemnation initiatives, which are moving slowly ahead in Sag Harbor and on a long strip of
beach on Napeague, warrant more public consideration.

Sag Harbor hopes to acquire five parcels of waterfront just inside the bridge to North Haven, which it would restore
and open as a park named in honor of the novelist John Steinbeck, who lived in the village at one time. A Manhattan
real estate development firm is seeking approval for condominiums there, and has said outright that it does not
want to sell. Condemnation seems appropriate if the developer won’t agree to a community preservation fund deal.
The park would serve a clear and overwhelmingly positive public purpose.

On Napeague, however, the outcome would be less certain. Here, East Hampton Town is exploring condemnation of
access to the beach as well as a to-be-determined number of slivers of sand between the high-tide line and the toe of
the dune or beach-grass line in an attempt to head off a lawsuit from property owners upset about four-wheel-drive
traffic and a crowd of beachgoers in front of their houses.

Two issues raised by the Napeague proposal merit frank and dispassionate discussion. The first is cost: Some have
warned that a court-set price tag as the result of condemnation could be more than average taxpayers would be
happy to bear. Condemnation proponents counter that the land is almost without value and the hit to the town tax
rate would be negligible. So far, no one really seems to know which opinion is correct. Even if you like the plan, it’s a
rather huge unknown.

The other concern is that condemnation would not necessarily end the court battle. The litigating property owners’
claim could well prevail: that what is known as Truck Beach is an unregulated nuisance. Were the courts to agree,
the traditional right to drive on the town’s beaches could be jeopardized. From where we sit, that is a very big and
very serious risk.

One other point: Most of the beach-driving crowd and the group seeking legal resolution of their grievances are East
Hampton Town taxpayers. Every effort must be made to remember that we really should behave as a single
community. Compromise and conversation with the outcomes clearly understood in advance appears the safer
course with regard to Napeague.

As for Sag Harbor, we say, full speed ahead.
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Truck Beach Alternatives?
| July 20, 2011 - 2:22pm

    No one would have designed it this way — 100 trucks lined up on the beach at Napeague. But they are there now,
and figuring out what to do about it is the difficult question.    
    The “truck beach” phenomena and the lawsuit it spawned is a colossal headache for the East Hampton Town
Trustees, who manage the beach in question, as well as for the members of the town board who also have been cited.
While four-wheel-drive permits may have historical roots in the traditional practices of whaling, commercial fishing,
and seaweed or salt hay gathering, using Napeague as a recreational paradise evolved only in the last 10 years or
so.   
    If those residents who drove onto the sand at the end of Marine Boulevard for a day of sun and relaxation were
doing it decades ago, they were keeping it under the radar. Now, like most anything good, the secret is out, and
dozens upon dozens of vehicles turn that section of ocean shore into one long party on hot summer weekends. Like
many enjoyable pursuits, once enough people discover it, there are bound to be conflicts. In some ways, East
Hampton Town has not managed its growth very well. What would the trustees’ reaction have been if they were
asked to open up a half-mile or more of beach to trucks, creating a de facto bathing beach minus the lifeguards and
the facilities. Make no mistake, it wouldn’t have happened, at least not the way that beach is now.    
    Eliminating truck beach would be politically risky, to put it mildly. Many of its biggest fans can be counted on to
vote in the November town elections, and nothing motivates turnout like taking something cherished away from
voters. This must have been the calculation of the property owners who sued, asserting ownership of the extensive
portion of the beach above the high tide line. They must have guessed that elected officials would not have the
courage to take on the issue.   
    Walking along this stretch of beach several times on weekends this summer, it was easy to see both its attraction
for those who park there and the annoyance of those whose houses overlook the scene (some of whom, incidentally,
are year-round residents, too, just like many of the truck beachers). These homeowners should not have to endure
living adjacent to what appears to be a parking lot. Conversely, although 100 trucks is just too many, those who
would like to join friends in a great big tailgate party on the beach should have a place to do so.   
    Regardless of the merits of the case now before the Suffolk Supreme Court, town officials and the trustees should
seek a solution that both sides could endorse. Satisfying everyone may not be possible, but coming up with a
reasonable alternative or two to the parts of truck beach that are directly in front of houses just might be.
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Perhaps Not On ‘Baby Beach’
As recently as five years back, there were hardly ever any vehicles parked on a now-disputed sliver of sand on the
east side of the Three Mile Harbor inlet
By Editorial | July 31, 2013 - 10:33am

   The thing about the suddenly renewed discussion about trucks parked on bathing beaches is that 15 or 20 years
ago East Hampton residents would not have been having this debate. But we are, and it is a symptom of an ever-
growing summer population that even simple pleasures are now points of friction. Resolving the conflict is the job of
town officials, who for the most part, have failed to show leadership in this regard.
     As recently as five years back, there were hardly ever any vehicles parked on a now-disputed sliver of sand on the
east side of the Three Mile Harbor inlet. Now, on a sunny summer afternoon, trucks line up almost door-to-door
after backing down from a paved access road. On Saturday, we saw a pickup truck left parallel to the waterline of the
quiet cove, and at dead center. Four people sat nearby in beach chairs at the water’s edge as if they owned the place.
For those who oppose vehicles on the beaches, it is a visual and practical blight; for those who like their four-by-
fours, it is a cherished right. 
    Many Americans have a peculiarly powerful relationship with their modes of transportation. Those who suggest
that trucks might not belong on a narrow, easily accessible section of waterfront like this and who might argue that
new beach limits are in order are sometimes treated as if they are attacking mom, apple pie, and the flag. For those
who conflate their sense of identity with what they drive, this can be taken as a personal affront.
    The reason some vehicle owners plunk their rigs on the beaches is because they like to: It is pleasant and
convenient to drive picnics, chairs, coolers, paddleboards, and what have you right where you want them. To these
beholders at least, there is nothing wrong or unsightly about the rows of trucks at the kid-friendly wading spot
known as “baby beach” at Three Mile Harbor, or at Little Albert’s Landing in Amagansett, “truck beach” on the
ocean on Napeague, or the town nature preserve off East Lake Drive, Montauk.
    Yet to the non-car-loving eye, vehicles on the beaches are nuisances that create deep tracks, cause environmental
damage, and take up space that would otherwise be used by people. At the disputed Three Mile Harbor site, some
people have begun to bring up safety concerns, pointing out that baby beach is not an appropriate place for
motorized fun.
    Politicians, assuming that the four-wheeler crowd is a powerful November voting bloc, are loathe to upset them,
which means that East Hampton Town continues to hand out free, good-for-the-life-of-the-vehicle beach-driving
permits, and, therefore, as the population rises, there will be even more trucks on the beaches, not fewer. Beach-
driving advocates, fearing a domino effect, are unlikely to see baby beach as an appropriate place to relax their all-
or-nothing stance.
    The East Hampton Town Trustees, who run most of the town’s beaches, seem to perceive only the tradition of
beach driving, collectively failing to see beyond this position when they should be objectively weighing the pros and
cons on behalf of all residents. As to the East Hampton Town Board, the current group can hardly agree on how to
screw in a lightbulb so we cannot expect any resolution to such a loaded issue there.
    There are places where vehicles on the beach during swimming season may be okay, such as at Little Albert’s in
Amagansett and perhaps in limited numbers on Napeague, but aside from access for the disabled, there is no
convincing argument for the continued use of baby beach at Three Mile Harbor by four-wheelers, nor, frankly, for
trucks on the sand along the channel, when there is ample and easy parking a few steps away. A slippery slope it is
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not; common sense and respect for others it is.
    Many of us would like to turn back the clock to a less crowded decade, when we could drive where we wanted and
do more or less what we liked. But try as we might, we cannot wave that magic wand. Neither can elected officials
continue to hide in the shadows of political expediency, pretending that times have not changed and that some
restrictions are not inevitable.
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