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Here, the general distribution of natural characteristics in tidal and near-shore 
areas is illustrated. The characterization of the world’s shoreline is based upon 
the occurrence of habitat types, such as coral reefs, mangroves, other tidal 
wetlands, barrier islands, estuaries, and sea ice. It also integrates information on 
continental shelf width and the slope of nearby terrestrial areas. As shown in 
Map 1, the world’s coastlines are quite diverse in terms of physiographical 
characteristics. A mountainous, narrow shelf and some estuarine systems 
dominate the Mediterranean coastline, coral reefs and mangroves are 
predominant in the Middle East and Insular Southeast Asia, while East Africa has 
a varied coastline with coral reefs, mangroves, and coastal plains along a narrow 
shelf.

The analysis was implemented at 1-kilometer resolution using multiple data 
layers showing distribution of various coastal habitat types. A hierarchical 
classification scheme was used to simplify the classification of complex 
ecosystems and overlapping habitat types. The generalized categories include 
sea ice, wetlands/estuaries/deltas, barrier islands and BI systems (where some 
habitat types may overlap), mangroves/coral reefs, hilly narrow shelf, narrow and 
wide shelf plains, hilly wide shelf, and mountainous narrow shelf. The hierarchy 
was determined based on both the quality of the data sets and the importance 
of these habitats for the ecosystem goods and services. This characterization is 
admittedly a gross simplification of the highly varied coastal environments of the 
world and it does not directly address climate, currents, or substrate. More 
complex or detailed characterizations are possible and should be explored at 
national or regional scales.
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