t is almost trite to say so, but it is true that this
issue of Oceanography deals with a problem that is
difficult, important, and timely.

A routine measurement system for the coastal ocean,
tightly knitted with a communications, modeling and
interpretation system, will deal with a range of prob-
lems that are important to our society. There is a con-
crete need to know about the state of the coastal ocean
for issues involving shipping, fisheries, public health,
research and weather prediction, to name just a few.
Some aspects of a coastal observing system (such as tide
gauges) are now in place, and these have served main-
ly to whet the appetite for a more comprehensive
system. Further, there are applications for such a system
that can only be imagined at this moment. For example,
long (more than a couple years) in situ time series in the
coastal ocean are exceedingly rare, but where we do
have them, we are learning about how much conditions
vary from year to year, hence how much we still need to
understand. A second possible use is simply catching
the public imagination. The same sort of excitement that
is driven by the well-done reports on The Weather
Channel® could easily be imagined for a regular public
presentation on the state of the ocean.
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The range of difficulties to be addressed in designing
a coastal observation system can be daunting. For one
thing, there are many masters to serve: the system one
designed for navigational purposes would probably
not be the same that would be used for fisheries con-
cerns. A further concern is the heterogeneity of the
coastal setting: processes and concentrations can vary
enormously over even very short spatial or time scales.
This sort of variability makes it difficult to pick the sort
of representative sampling locations that might charac-
terize a broad area. The choices about what to measure
and where thus seem to be harder in the coastal ocean
than they might be in the open ocean.

So, as we consider the possibility of a coastal
observing system, we can see that the need and
demand are present, but that the choices that need to
be made in setting up the system will be difficult. This
difficulty should be taken in a positive light; it is at
least partly a reflection of the breadth of support that
such a system will have.
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