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The term “coastal cliff” refers to a steeply sloping surface where elevated land meets the
shoreline. Coastal cliffs are a geomorphic feature of first-order significance, occurring
along about 80 percent of the world’s shorelines, as well as around lakes and estuaries.
Like virtually all landforms, modern coastal cliffs are a “work in progress”, continually
acted upon by a broad assortment of offshore (marine or lacustrine) and terrestrial
processes that cause them to change form and location through time. An important
consequence is that coastal cliffs retreat (that is, move landward), and the adjacent coastal
land is permanently removed as they do so. Retreat can be slow and persistent, but on
many occasions it is rapid and episodic. Houses, commercial buildings, roads, and other
infrastructure located along a coastal cliff, either on the elevated crest or at the base, have
been damaged or destroyed when cliffs collapse. Therefore, coastal-cliff retreat is an
important national issue.
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