How waves shape the coastline


For millions of years, waves have been hammering back and forth, like a colossal jackhammer, at the earth’s coastlines.


Two factors contribute to coastal erosion: the pressure caused by water currents and the impact of the waves banging away at coastal rock. Air pockets form in the cracks and crevices; these cracks grow wider, and tunnels form between the rocks, from the foot of the cliffs to their peaks.


There is also a third cause of coastal erosion: corrosion. Corrosion is caused by the abrasive effect of minerals, from the largest pebbles to the tiniest sand grains. These particles, carried by waves, are driven into the coasts, and bit by bit, carve away at the surrounding land.


A battle between Earth and Sea


Along some coasts, water has a tendency to invade the land. However, the land does have a way to regain lost territory, which makes the battle a little more fair. For example, plants such as Ammophila arenara counter the erosion of sand dunes by holding back the grains with their roots; this creates shaded areas where other plants can grow.


The power of breaking waves


Waves unleash an incredible force when they smash into a coast. The pressure exerted can be greater than 25 tons per square meter.


Celestial forces


Twice a day, the oceans rise, then fall. These movements, called tides, result from the gravitational attraction of the moon (and to a lesser degree, the sun) on a large mass of water.


When the Earth, Moon , and Sun are aligned, tides rise higher than usual.


The resistance of rock


The type of rock that makes up a coast is a major factor in how that coast will be shaped.


Granite, basalt, an sandstone are highly resistant to erosion; as a result, coasts with these types of rocks form high, sturdy cliffs where plant-life can flourish.


A rock of crystals


Granite is igneous rock which is formed from the cooling of magma and the crystallization of various minerals. It’s a coarsely-grained rock packed with large crystals.


Varied particles


As the ocean and bad weather take their toll on granite, its least resistant minerals, such as feldspar, sometimes transform into softer rock, like clay, and may eventually disintegrate into sand.
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