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Mark Monmonier, author of 
How to Lie with Maps and
Coastlines

“Different kinds of 
cartographers map the 
coastline for different 
reasons, and each 
community of mapmakers 
has developed its own 
standards to ensure a 
consistent, reliable product.”



Definitions
Coast line 
The term used in the Submerged Lands Act to describe the low water line and 
closing lines across the mouths of inland water bodies. The same as “baseline” in the 
convention. (Reed, M.W. Shore and Sea Boundaries, Volume 3. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government 
Printing Office, 2000.)

Coastline 
The interface between water and land. The shoreline. A more general term than 
“coast line.” (Reed 2000)

Shoreline
The line of demarcation between the water and the exposed beach.  The water’s 
edge. (Komar, Paul D. Beach Processes and Sedimentation.  Inglewood Cliffs : Prentice Hall, 1998.)

Shoreline (Coastline)
The intersection of the land with the water surface. The shoreline shown on charts 
represents the line of contact between the land and a selected water elevation. In 
areas affected by tidal fluctuations, this line of contact is the mean high water line 
(MHW). In confined coastal waters of diminished tidal influence, the mean water level 
line may be used. The shoreline is defined as MHW. (Tidal Datums and Their Applications. 
Silver Spring: NOAA Special Publication, 2000.) 
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Frequently Asked Questions
Is there a “national shoreline?”
Shoreline data that is generated by the NOAA National 
Geodetic Survey (NGS) for the purpose of nautical charting is 
what constitutes the national shoreline. This data set includes 
both mean high water (MHW) and mean low low water 
(MLLW). Since it is regularly updated, the national shoreline 
cannot be accessed as a single discrete data set, but the 
individual vectors are available. 

What is the legal U.S. shoreline?
There is no legal reference that designates one specific 
shoreline as the legal shoreline. Furthermore, there is no 
simple answer to this question, as there are many legal, 
technical, and general uses of the terms related to shoreline 
(shoreline, coastline, baseline, mean high water line, mean 
low water line, and others). 



Which Shoreline ??

• Individual T-sheets

• Center composite

• NGS projects

• Office of Coast Survey 
extracted vector

• Electronic 
Navigational Charts

• Hazmat ESI

• NOAA medium 
resolution 

• National Geographic 
Data Committee

Scale
Tidal datum (mhw, mllw, etc.)
Data source
Access
Spatial coverage
Data format
Consistency (edge matching, topology)
Applications

NOAA Shorelines
Defining Characteristics

Data Explorer 
(vector, raster, 

metadata, 
descriptive reports)

Supporting context
(outreach, website, 

white paper)



The NOAA Shoreline Website:
A Guide to National Shoreline Data and Terms

• NOAA partnership
• Allows users to compare and access seven 

federal vector data sets
• Provides supporting context

NOAA legacy
Applications
Reference information

http://shoreline.noaa.gov

http://webdev.csc.noaa.gov/shoreline_new/�
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Quick Data Access and Comparison
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NOAA National 
Shoreline

NOAA Composite 
Shoreline

T-sheets

Nautical Charts

Aerial Photos

Lidar

Satellite

USGS Vector  
Shoreline
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Which Shoreline??

The choice comes down to the best fit, 
a combination of:

Scale
Tidal datum 
Coverage

Format



http://shoreline.noaa.gov

The NOAA Shoreline Website 

“Searching through the site for just a few minutes, it was clearly evident 
just how much valuable information it contained… and how little I knew 
about our shorelines.”

Mike Schuler 
gCaptain ( a daily blog for maritime professionals)

“Wow. This is the most informative website I've seen all month.”
Jeanne Whittler

National Park Service

“The site is a fantastic resource, because it introduces users to 
mapping technologies and sources while also placing them within a 
historical context.” 

Mark Monmonier 



Questions?

Lindsay Goodwin
Lindsay.Goodwin@noaa.gov

(843) 740-1291

Tara Miller
Tara.Miller@noaa.gov

(843) 740-1251
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