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This propitious volume arrives at a time of increas-
ing concern about the state of our shorelines. Generally
written at a level for advanced undergraduates, this
well edited, multi-author volume includes chapters by
some of the biggest players in the specialty, including
Vivien Gornitz, W.R. Peltier and Stephen Leatherman.
Sea Level Rise is the best available volume for the non-
specialist and specialist alike to come up to speed on
this important topic.

Sea level has been rising, more or less, for 18,000
years. The critical part of relative sea level change to
human society however, is the rise of the last century
and what this implies for future generations. A signifi-
cant and growing proportion of the world’s popula-
tion lives close to the sea; perhaps 100 million of us live
within a meter of sea level. Starting with the mid-
nineteenth century, the volume of water in the sea
began to increase and sea level has been rising in mid-
latitudes at 2 millimeters per year ever since. John
Knauss in his thoughtful foreword notes that this rise
began before global warming began. Clearly, the glob-
al and local components of sea level change at a given
location are many and complex.

Four of the 8 chapters are concerned either with
the technology of measurement of relative sea level
rise or the history of sea level on several scales ranging
from Late Holocene variations (Michael Kearney) to
decadal variability (W. Sturges and B.G. Hong). The
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tide gauge record, currently our most important and
ubiquitous source of sea level change information, is
discussed by Bruce Douglas and satellite altimetry, a
remarkable new technology and global addition to sea
level change tools, is covered by Steven Nerem and
Gary Mitchum.

In the most quantitative chapter, Peltier makes the
case that global isostatic adjustment can explain most
wayward carbon-14 sea level dates. Where viscoelastic
theory fails to explain regional sea level history, high
tectonic activity may be masking reality. Gornitz dis-
cusses the sea level rise impact of human induced
changes in the hydrologic cycle on land. Runoff from
extracted ground water, paved surfaces and deforesta-
tion add to the sea level rise and water storage in
reservoirs while infiltration of water from reservoirs
and irrigation reduces it. Gornitz estimates that
the net effect of all these human induced changes is
a lowering of the level of the sea, of the order of
1 millimeter per year.

Additional chapters include an introduction to the
subject by Bruce Douglas and a Stephen Leatherman
contribution on the all-important sociologic and eco-
nomic consequences of sea level rise.

In my view (some of book’s authors may disagree)
Sea Level Rise makes a strong case that we have a weak
case when it comes to quantifying most of the impor-
tant questions about sea level rise. Great strides have




been made in sea level change measurement but longer
records are needed to sort out noise, and data points
are still missing from large geographic areas. We don't
know for certain why the sea level is rising, because
many of the component parts of sea level rise remain in
the educated guess category. From this it follows that
we don't know with any conviction or reasonable cer-
tainty what sea level will do in the future; at what rate
it will rise and for how long and whether or not it will
accelerate. And of course, these are the questions for
which society most needs the answer, if we are to coex-
ist peacefully with the world’s shorelines.

On the other hand, Sea Level Rise makes it clear that
huge progress in understanding this phenomenon
has been made in the last decade and that we can
expect more of the same in the first decade of the new
millennium.

My biggest problem with this book is the unques-
tioning acceptance of the Bruun Rule in both the
Douglas and Leatherman chapters. The now outdated
rule, which predicts the relationship between sea level
rise and shoreline retreat, has been long abandoned by
most coastal scientists because its theoretical underpin-
ning is non-existent. Since this is virtually the only
equation in the arsenal of coastal managers to predict
shoreline retreat, it has unfortunately found wide-
spread but misplaced application. In general, predicted
erosion rates using the equation are significantly too
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low. A hearty Bruun rule endorsement in this book
does not help the case for future coastal management
in the context of a rising sea level.

Included with the volume is a CD ROM containing
monthly mean tide gauge data from a number of sites
and a fascinating animated presentation of global sea
surface temperature anomalies.

Bruun Rule aside, this is an excellent volume, a
must for the library of all that seek to manage our
coasts or to learn about one of the most important ram-
ifications of the greenhouse effect.
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