
NAGS HEAD, NC1 
Community Profile2  
 
PEOPLE AND PLACES 
Regional orientation 

Nags Head (35.96°N, 75.62°W) is located on the Outer Banks, in Dare County in the 
state of North Carolina.  It is situated with Roanoke Sound on its West and the Atlantic Ocean on 
its East (USGS 2008).  It is roughly 10 miles from Kitty Hawk, 55 miles from Elizabeth City, 
and 210 miles from Raleigh (MapQuest 2007). Nags Head has 14.92 square miles of land and 
0.13 square miles of water surface (USGS 2008). 
  

 
Map 1.  Location of Nags Head, NC (US Census Bureau 2000) 

 
Historical/Background 

Local legend says that Nags Head was named for the pirate’s trick of fastening a lantern 
to a horse's neck and having it walk the beach on stormy nights.  The horse’s motion made the 
light resemble that of a ship, luring other vessels toward shore (ICW-NET 2007).  

Nags Head has long had a history as a vacation destination.  In the 1830’s, a plantation 
owner from the mainland came here and purchased 200 acres where he built the first beach 
cottage.  Within 20 years, there were two dozen vacation homes, and a resort called the Nags 
Head Hotel.  The hotel was the focal point of Nags Head summer activity until it was destroyed 

                                                 
1 These community profiles have been created to serve as port descriptions in Environmental Impact Statements 
(EISs) for fisheries management actions. They also provide baseline information from which to begin research for 
Social Impact Assessments (SIAs). Further, they provide information relevant to general community impacts for 
National Standard 8 of the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSA) and information 
on minorities and low income populations for Executive Order (E.O.) 12898 on Environmental Justice. 
2 For purposes of citation please use the following template: “Community Profile of Town, ST. Prepared under the 
auspices of the National Marine Fisheries Service, Northeast Fisheries Science Center. For further information 
contact Lisa.L.Colburn@noaa.gov.” 
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by the shifting sands of Jockeys Ridge in the 1870’s (ICW-NET 2007).  Since then, development 
of the Outer Banks has been fueled by tourism.  Tourism as an industry has “replaced fishing and 
hunting” (ICW-NET 2007. 
 
Demographics3 

According to Census 2000 data, Nags Head had a total population of 2,700, up 46.9% 
from the reported population of 1,838 in 1990 (US Census Bureau 1990).  Of this 2000 total, 
50.5% were female and 49.5% were male.  The median age was 42.7 years and 78.6% of the 
population was 21 years or older while 20.2% was 62 or older.  

The age structure for Nags Head (Figure 1) shows that the community has a slightly 
aging population, with the majority of the population being above the age of 40. The greatest 
numbers of both men and women are in the 40-49 age grouping. There was a slight decline in the 
number of males and females for the 20-29 year old category, indicating that some might be 
leaving in search of jobs or to go to college. 
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Figure 1.  Nags Head’s population structure by sex in 2000 (US Census Bureau 2000) 

 
The majority of the population was white (97.0%), with 1.3% of residents black or 

African American, 0.4% Asian, 0.1% Native American, and none Pacific Islander or Hawaiian 
(Figure 2).  Only 1.4% of the population identified themselves as Hispanic/Latino (Figure 3).  
Residents linked their backgrounds to a number of different ancestries including: English 
(23.9%), German (14.4%), and Irish (14.0%).  With regard to region of birth, 28.2% were born in 
North Carolina, 17.0% were born in a different state and 1.9% were born outside of the U.S. 
(including 1.2% who were not United States citizens).  
 

                                                 
3 While mid-term estimates are available for some larger communities, data from the 2000 Census are the only data 
universally available for the communities being profiled in the Northeast. Thus for cross-comparability we have 
used 2000 data even though these data may have changed significantly since 2000 for at least some communities. 
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Figure 2.  Racial Structure in 2000 (US Census Bureau 2000) 
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Figure 3.  Ethnic Structure in 2000 (US Census Bureau 2000) 

 
For 94.6% of the population, only English is spoken in the home, leaving 5.4% in homes 

where a language other than English is spoken, including 1.9% of the population who speak 
English less than 'very well' according to the 2000 Census. 

Of the population 25 years and over, 94.0% were high school graduates or higher and 
34.7% had a bachelor’s degree or higher.  Again, of the population 25 years and over, 2.1% did 
not reach ninth grade, 3.9% attended some high school but did not graduate, 24.0% completed 
high school, 27.6% had some college with no degree, 7.7% received an associate’s degree, 
24.3% earned a bachelor’s degree, and 10.5% received a graduate or professional degree. 

Although religious percentages are not available through the U.S. Census, according to 
the Association of Religion Data Archives (ARDA) in 2000 the religion with the highest number 
of congregations and adherents in Dare County was the United Methodist Church with 14 
congregations and 4,686 adherents.  Other prominent congregations in the county were the 
Catholic Church (4 with 2,097 adherents), Southern Baptist Convention (6 with 1,783 adherents), 
and the Assemblies of God (8 with 1,184 adherents).  The total number of adherents to any 
religion was up 36.4% from 1990 (ARDA 2000). 



Issues/Processes 
An important issue for Nags Head, like other North Carolina coastal community, is beach 

erosion.  A single storm can take out more that 50 feet of the beach.  Bob Muller, former mayor 
of Nags Head states that “it is the single biggest issue Nags Head faces.”  The major source of 
funding North Carolina relies on for beach replenishment comes from the federal government.  
Last year, however, North Carolina only received about 75 percent of the money requested.  The 
money is used for beach nourishment and dredging projects (Barrett 2006).  In 2007, however, 
the community of Nags Head voted against a beach re-nourishment project by a narrow margin.4 

Crab fishermen along North Carolinas eastern coast have also seen an increase in 
competition from the global market, with an influx of imported crab meat from around the world.  
Many local Crab processors are unable to compete and are losing profit (NCSG 2002). 
  
Cultural attributes 

Jennette's Fishing Pier, located in Nags Head, is the oldest fishing pier on the Outer 
Banks, until it was washed away in Hurricane Isabel. The pier is owned by the North Carolina 
Aquarium, and a new 1000-foot concrete pier will be built in its place as part of a state effort to 
increase public access to the waterfront.5  The main exhibit at the pier is “Giants of the Sea,” 
which showcases the trophy fish mounts of state record fish.  
 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
Current Economy 

Tourism has replaced fishing as a main industry in the Nags Head Area (Outerbanks.com 
2007).  Tourism annually generates 600 million dollars in Nags Head (Kleckley 2006).  During 
the peak summer months the population of Dare County can go from 29,000 permanent residents 
to 250,000 (Hendrix 2000).    

According to the U.S. Census 20006, 67.0% (1,508 individuals) of the total population 16 
years of age and over were in the labor force (Figure 4), of which 2.9% were unemployed, none 
were in the Armed Forces, and 64.1% were employed. 
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Figure 4.  Employment Structure in 2000 (US Census Bureau 2000) 

                                                 
4 Community Review Comments, Damon Tatum, commercial fisherman, October 26, 2007 
5 Community Review Comments, Damon Tatum, commercial fisherman, October 26, 2007 
6 Again, Census data from 2000 are used because they are universally available and offer cross-comparability among 
communities. Some statistics, particularly median home price, are likely to have changed significantly since 2000.  

http://www.jennettespier.net/


According to Census 2000 data, jobs in the census grouping which includes agriculture, 
forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining accounted for 25 positions or 1.7% of all jobs.  Self 
employed workers, a category where fishermen might be found, accounted for 216 positions or 
15.0% of jobs.  Retail trade (17.3%), arts, entertainment, recreation, accommodation and food 
services (12.5%), finance, insurance, real estate, and rental and leasing (12.5%), and construction 
(12.1%) were the primary industries. 

Median household income in Nags Head was $53,095 (up 54.5% from $34,375 in 1990 
(US Census Bureau 1990a)) and per capita income was $30,157.  For full-time year-round 
workers, males made approximately 10.5% more per year than females.   

The average family in Nags Head consists of 2.66 persons.  With respect to poverty, 
4.4% of families (practically unchanged from 4.5% in 1990 (US Census Bureau 1990a)) and 
6.1% of individuals earn below the official U.S. Census poverty threshold.  This threshold is 
$8,794 for individuals and ranges from $11,239 through $35,060 for families, depending on 
number of persons (2-9) (US Census Bureau 2000b).  In 2000, 20.1% of all families (of any size) 
earned less than $35,000 per year.  

In 2000, Nags Head had a total of 4,151 housing units of which 27.5% were occupied and 
83.3% were detached one-unit homes.  Of these homes, 4.0% were built before 1940.  Mobile 
homes, boats, RVs, and vans accounted for 1.6% of the total housing units; 95.0% of detached 
units have between 2 and 9 rooms.  In 2000, the median cost for a home in this area was 
$143,900.  Of vacant housing units, 98.0% were used for seasonal, recreational, or occasional 
use.  Of occupied units 26.5% were renter occupied. 
 
Government 

The town of Nags Head has a board of commissioners that is comprised of the mayor and 
four commissioners, one of which is the mayor pro tem (Town of Nags Head 2007). 
 
Fishery involvement in government 

Information on fishery involvement in government in Nags Head is unavailable through 
secondary data collection.  However, there is a NC Sea Grant office in nearby Manteo and the 
Division of Marine Fisheries has an office in Wanchese. 

Institutional 
Fishing associations 

The NC Beach Buggy Association is an organization concerned with surf fishing and has 
members who are Nags Head residents.7 
 
Fishing assistance centers 

The College of the Albemarle in Manteo offers degrees in various marine trades.8 
 
Other fishing related organizations 

In Nags Head, there are small recreational associations such as the Nags Head Surf 
Fishing Club, which hosts a fishing tournament in October. 

                                                 
7 Community Review Comments, Damon Tatum, commercial fisherman, October 26, 2007 
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http://www.nagsheadsurffishingclub.org/
http://www.nagsheadsurffishingclub.org/


Physical 
The community of Nags Head is part of the Outer Banks with Roanoke Sound to the 

West and the Atlantic Ocean to the East.  Nags Head is located along 158 just north of Interstate 
64.  From Interstate 64, it is about 100 miles west to Williamston.  From Interstate 158, it is 
about 55 miles west to Elizabeth City.  The nearest airport is located about 5 miles away in 
Manteo (MapQuest.com 2007).  Nags Head has a service called The Beach Bus, which offers 
guided tours of the area, transports wedding parties, and is available for hire for special events. 

The Nags Head Fishing pier is one of the oldest and longest in the Outer Banks and offers 
pole fishing opportunities and restaurant services.  The Oregon Inlet Fishing Center “is the home 
of the largest and most modern fishing fleet on the Eastern seaboard.”  The Oregon Inlet is a full 
service marina and offers Gulf Stream charters and excursions on the sound and the main store 
offers bait, ice, fuel, oil, fishing tackle, boating equipment, and copies of fishing regulations.  
The Outer Banks Fishing Pier is located in South Nags Head near the Oregon Inlet, and is lighted 
and open 24 hours a day. “Amenities include a fully stocked tackle and rental shop, an 
oceanfront restaurant, and a game room for kids.”  
IN
Commercial 

VOLVEMENT IN NORTHEAST FISHERIES9 
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Tourism
uterbanks.com 2007).  In 2000, there was one crab meat processing operation at the 

of the Washington Baum Bridge, but it is not known whether this facility still exists (Town of 
Nags Head 2007a).  There are few commercial vessels or commercial landings, with no reporte
landings by species in the years 1997-2006.  The number of vessels whose owner’s city is Nags 
Head ranges from three to six vessels between the years 1997 to 2006.  While the number of 
fishing vessels whose home port was Nags Head was slightly less than those whose owner’s c
was nags Head, the actual level of fishing home port values ranges greatly and is only reported 
for the years 2000 to 2002 (Table 1).  Fishermen sell their catch to Austin Fish Company in Nag
Head, or to Billy’s Seafood in Kill Devil Hills, both of which buy from commercial vessels.  
Bridges Seafood in Nags Head also buys soft shell crabs.10 

 
9 In reviewing the commercial landings data several factors need to be kept in mind. 1) While both federal and state 
landings are included, some states provide more detailed data to NMFS than others. For example, shellfish may not 
be included or data may be reported only by county and not by port. 2) Some communities did not have individual 
port codes until more recently. Before individual port codes were assigned, landings from those ports were coded at 
the county level or as an aggregate of two geographically close small ports.  Where landings were coded at the 
county level they cannot be sorted to individual ports for those earlier years, e.g., prior to 2000.  3) Where 
aggregated codes were used, those aggregate codes may still exist and be in use alongside the new individual codes.  
Here the landings which are still assigned to the aggregate port code cannot be sorted into the individual ports, so 
port level data are only those which used the individual port code. 4) Even when individual port codes exist, 
especially for small ports, landings may be coded at the county level.  Here again it is impossible to disaggregate 
these to a port level, making the port level landings incomplete. 5) In all these cases, the per port data in this profile 
may under report the total level of landings to the port, though all landings are accounted for in the overall NMFS 
database. 
10 Community Review Comments, Damon Tatum, Commercial fisherman, October 26, 2007 

http://www.mypartyplanner.com/vendors/Outer_Banks_Beach_Bus_-and-_Tours_313565.html
http://www.nagsheadpier.com/
http://www.oregon-inlet.com/
http://www.outerbanksfishing.com/FishingInfo/piers.htm


Vessels by Year11 
Table 1.  All columns represent vessel permits or landings value combined between 1997-2006  

Year 
 # Vessels 

(home ported) 
# vessels 

(owner's city)
Level of fishing 

home port ($) 
Level of fishing 
landed port ($)

1997 1 3 0 0
1998 0 3 0 0
1999 0 3 0 0
2000 1 4 confidential 0
2001 1 2 confidential 0
2002 2 2 confidential 0
2003 1 2 0 0
2004 3 3 0 0
2005 4 6 0 0
2006 1 3 0 0

# Vessels home ported = No. of permitted vessels with location as homeport  
# Vessels (owner's city) = No. of permitted vessels with location as owner residence12  
Level of fishing home port ($) = Landed value of fisheries associated with home ported vessels  
Level of fishing landed port ($) = Landed value of fisheries landed in location  
Data is confidential for ports with fewer than three home ported vessels  

Recreational 
Recreational fishing is a billion dollar industry in North Carolina.  There are many 

charter boat businesses and three fishing piers in the area.  Anglers can catch fish and then have 
them cooked in the nearby pier restaurant at Nags Head Fishing Pier.  The Oregon Inlet Fishing 
Center has both charter and party boats for fishing excursions available to anglers.  The Town 
also hosts one of the oldest fishing clubs on the east coast, Nags Head Surf Fishing Club, which 
holds a fall fishing tournament each year.  The most productive areas for recreational anglers are 
the Causeway, the Little Bridge, the Washington Baum Bridge, and the islands to the south of 
the causeway.  There are no public facilities for launching boats in Nags Head and the closest 
facility is on the west side of the Washington Baum Bridge (Town of Nags Head 2007a).   
 
Subsistence  

Information on subsistence fishing in Nags Head is either unavailable through secondary 
data collection or the practice does not exist.  However, according to a commercial fisherman in 
the area, subsistence activity is visible, particularly from minority groups outside Nags Head.13 

FUTURE 
  Jeanette’s Fishing Pier is being rebuilt as part of a multi-million dollar project by the 
North Carolina Aquarium.14 
                                                 
11 Numbers of vessels by owner’s city and homeport are as reported by the permit holder on permit application 
forms.  These may not correspond to the port where a vessel lands or even spends the majority of its time when 
docked. 
12 The Owner-City from the permit files is technically the address at which the owner receives mail concerning their 
permitted vessels, which could reflect the actual location of residence, the mailing address as distinct from 
residence, owner business location, or the address at which a subsidiary receives mail about the permits. 
13 Community Review Comments, Damon Tatum, Commercial fisherman, October 26, 2007 
14 Community Review Comments, Damon Tatum, Commercial fisherman, October 26, 2007 

http://www.nagsheadpier.com/
http://www.oregon-inlet.com/
http://www.oregon-inlet.com/
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