
The UK and its coastline
As we are an island nation, the coastline 
has always been an important resource 
to us.  It gives us important trade routes 

with the rest of the world, provides 
many opportunities for leisure and 

recreation and is home to millions of 
people.  However, coastal processes are 
constantly changing the coastline, and 

because of this our coastline needs 
careful management

Coastal processes, caused by 
waves constantly change our 

coastline

Erosion – Waves wear away 
the coast

Transportation – Waves move 
eroded material from one 
place to another

Deposition – Waves dump 
eroded material to built up 
coastal features e.g. beaches 

Types of erosion 
Hydraulic action – The force of 
the waves crash into cliffs and 
smash them apart
Abrasion – Waves pick up sand 
and shingle and use it to 
smooth and wear away rocks
Attrition – The motion of 
waves moves pebbles on 
beaches, which smooths and 
rounds them
Corrosion – Sea water is 
capable of slowly dissolving 
rocks like limestone and chalk

Destructive waves
Erode away beaches
Are tall and frequent

Break powerfully
Have a small SWASH

Have a large BACKWASH
Drag sand back out to sea

Constructive waves
Build up (deposit) beaches

Are lower and less frequent
Break more gently

Have a large SWASH
Have a small BACKWASH

Push sand up a beach

Long shore Drift is how waves 
transport sediment along the 

coast
Waves come in to shore at an 
angle, blown by the wind
The swash of the wave 
washes sand at an angle up 
and across the beach.  The 
backwash pulls sand back out 
at 90° to the beach.  Sediment 
is moved along the beach 
with the zig zag motion of 
each wave

As waves break they SWASH
up the beach carrying sand 

with them.  Gravity pulls 
them back down the slope of 
the beach to the sea.  This is 

called BACKWASH

The coastline erodes at 
different rates depending 
on the resistance of  the 

coastal geology.
Resistant rocks (chalk and 
limestone) erode slowly 

forming headlands
Less resistant rocks (clays) 
erode quickly forming bays

Coastal landforms
These are distinctive features 
of the coast created by coastal 

processes (erosion, 
transportation and deposition)

Erosional features
Cliffs, Caves, Arches

Stacks, and Wave cut 
platforms.

Depositional features
Beaches, Sand dunes, Bars

And Spits

Cliffs – Erode and retreat backwards over time 
leaving behind a rocky wave cut platform at sea 

level.  This may be covered over by a beach.
1. The waves erode a wave cut notch into the 

base of the cliff
2. The top of the cliff becomes weakened by 

weathering (the action of the weather)
3. The weakened cliff collapses as it is not 

supported at the bottom
4. The cliff retreats backwards as pieces fall off

Stacks Like Old Harry are formed as a headland is 
attacked over time by erosive waves.

1. Waves erode and enlarge weaknesses and 
cracks (faults) in the headland

2. Some cracks are enlarged into caves
3. A cave may erode right through the headland 

to form an arch
4. The top of the arch is weakened by 

weathering and eventually collapses leaving a 
free standing stack

Beaches are formed when 
constructive waves with a 

strong SWASH wash sand into 
a sheltered bay where it is 

deposited to build up a beach.  
The sand cannot be 

transported down the coast as 
it becomes trapped between 

the headlands at either end of 
the bay.

Spits are formed due to long 
shore drift and deposition.  If 

the coastline suddenly changes 
angle where transportation is 
moving sand along the coast, 

constructive waves may 
deposit a beach out to sea.  

This is called a spit.  They are 
often found across river 
mouths and estuaries.

Where flooding and erosion is a problem along the coast e.g. Minehead, 
defences are used to reduce the effects.  This is called coastal management.

Hard engineering is about building solid structures to stop erosion and floods.
Soft engineering is using natural materials and processes to reduce the effects.
In Minehead £12.5 million has been spend on new sea walls, rock armour and 
groynes to protect the town and Butlins holiday resort from storm flooding. 

Hard engineering Soft engineering

Sea walls – A strong and expensive (often 
curved) wall that deflects the power of 
waves back out to sea, protecting valuable 
property behind from flooding and erosion

Beach nourishment – Adding sand 
to a beach to widen it and make it 
higher so it absorbs wave energy 
more effectively

Groynes – Wooden structures that trap 
sand moved along the coast by Long Shore
drift.  The extra sand makes a wider beach 
which absorbs (dissipates) wave energy

Sand dune regeneration –
Encouraging sand dunes to 
develop . They absorb wave 
energy, protecting the land behind

Rock armour – Large piles of boulders that 
block waves and absorb (dissipate) wave 
energy in the gaps between them 

Managed retreat – Letting old 
defences fail so that the land and 
the sea can reach a  new balance

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aCUvNIakH4c

