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Chapter 9: Tides and Tidal Currents

Understanding the rhythmic dance between the sea and the land is essential for coastal planners, marine

biologists, and anyone who relies on the ocean for livelihood or recreation. In this chapter we delve into the science

behind tides, the forces that generate them, and the powerful currents they produce. We will explore how tides

shape coastlines, influence marine ecosystems, and drive human activity from ancient fishing villages to modern

offshore wind farms. By the end of this chapter you will have a comprehensive grasp of tidal mechanics, their

practical applications, and the challenges they pose in a rapidly changing world.
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What Are Tides?

Tides are the regular rise and fall of sea levels caused primarily by the gravitational pull of the Moon and the Sun

on Earth's oceans. While the term “tide” often evokes images of gentle waves lapping the shore, the underlying

physics is a complex interplay of celestial mechanics, oceanic inertia, and Earth's rotation.

Every day, the ocean experiences two high tides and two low tides in most coastal regions. However, the amplitude,

timing, and character of these tides vary significantly based on geography, latitude, and local bathymetry. Some

places experience a single, more pronounced tide each day (semidiurnal), while others have two distinct high tides

and two distinct low tides (diurnal). The diversity in tidal patterns is a direct reflection of the intricate balance

between the forces at work.

Forces Driving Tides

Gravitational Attraction

The Moon exerts a stronger gravitational influence on Earth than the Sun due to its proximity, despite being less

massive. The Moon’s pull creates a bulge in the ocean on the side of Earth facing it. Simultaneously, a second

bulge forms on the opposite side due to the centrifugal force resulting from Earth-Moon rotation. These bulges

manifest as high tides.

Solar Influence

The Sun also pulls on Earth's waters, contributing to tidal forces. While its effect is weaker than the Moon’s, it is



significant, especially during certain alignments. When the Sun, Moon, and Earth align (new or full moon), the

combined gravitational pull produces higher-than-normal tides known as spring tides. Conversely, when the Sun

and Moon are perpendicular to each other (first and last quarter moons), the tides are weaker, called neap tides.

Earth’s Rotation and Coriolis Effect

Earth’s rotation causes the water bulges to move across the planet, producing the cyclical pattern of tides. The

Coriolis effect, a result of Earth’s rotation, also deflects moving water masses, influencing tidal currents and the

direction of wave propagation.

Local Bathymetry and Shoreline Geometry

The shape of the sea floor and coastline dramatically alters tidal behavior. Narrow bays, estuaries, and inlets can

amplify tidal ranges, while wide continental shelves may dampen them. The geometry of a coastline can also

redirect tidal currents, creating localized eddies and whirlpools.

Common Tidal Phenomena

Diurnal and Semidiurnal Tides

Diurnal tides have one high and one low tide per day, while semidiurnal tides have two. The distribution between

these patterns is influenced by latitude and the shape of the coastline.

Mixed Tides

Many regions experience a blend of diurnal and semidiurnal characteristics, leading to a complex tidal schedule

that can be challenging to predict without detailed models.

Spring and Neap Tides

Spring tides occur during full or new moons, resulting in the highest tidal ranges. Neap tides, occurring during

quarter moons, produce the lowest tidal ranges. These variations are crucial for coastal ecosystems that rely on

predictable flooding patterns.

Flood and Ebb

Flood is the rising phase of a tide, while ebb is the falling phase. The speed and intensity of these phases can vary

based on local geography and the strength of tidal currents.

Tidal Currents Explained

Tidal currents are the horizontal movement of water caused by the rise and fall of tides. They are essential for

transporting nutrients, sediment, and organisms along coastlines and can reach speeds of several knots in narrow

channels.

Generation of Tidal Currents

As water moves in and out of bays and estuaries, it is constrained by the shape of the shoreline and the depth of

the water. This confinement creates a pressure gradient that drives water flow. In constricted passages, the velocity

of tidal currents can increase dramatically.

Types of Tidal Currents

•  Flood currents: Flowing from the sea towards the shore during the rising tide.

•  Ebb currents: Flowing from the shore back to the sea during the falling tide.

•  Standing waves: Persistent wave patterns that form in shallow areas due to the interaction of incoming and 



outgoing currents.

Factors Influencing Current Strength

1.  Bathymetric gradients: Steeper gradients can accelerate currents.

2.  Channel width: Narrow channels amplify velocities.

3.  Obstructions: Rocks, reefs, and man-made structures can divert or intensify currents.

4.  Atmospheric pressure: High or low-pressure systems can modify tidal flow patterns.

Impact of Tides on the Environment

Coastal Erosion and Sediment Transport

Tidal currents carry sand, silt, and other sediments along the coast. While this process can replenish beaches, it

can also erode shorelines if the balance between deposition and removal is disturbed.

Habitat Formation

Intertidal zones—areas that alternate between being submerged and exposed—are among the most productive

ecosystems on Earth. They support a diverse array of organisms, from mussels and barnacles to seagrass beds

and mangroves.

Water Quality

Currents facilitate the mixing of fresh and saltwater, distributing nutrients and pollutants. Proper tidal flow is critical

for maintaining oxygen levels and preventing stagnation in estuaries.

Navigation and Shipping

Strong tidal currents can pose hazards to vessels, especially in narrow channels or near submerged hazards.

Understanding tidal behavior is vital for safe navigation and port operations.

Human Uses of Tidal Energy and Navigation

Tidal Energy

Tidal power harnesses the kinetic energy of moving water and the potential energy of tidal ranges. Two primary

technologies exist:

•  Dynamic Tidal Power (DTP): Uses large dams or tidal barrages to capture energy as water moves in and out.

•  Tidal Stream Turbines: Similar to underwater wind turbines, these capture kinetic energy from tidal currents.

While still in development, tidal energy offers a predictable and renewable source of electricity that could

complement solar and wind power.

Fisheries and Aquaculture

Many fish species rely on tidal cycles for spawning and feeding. Tidal currents also influence the distribution of

plankton, which forms the base of the marine food web.

Coastal Management

Understanding tides is essential for designing seawalls, levees, and harbor structures. Engineers use tidal data to

predict flood levels and ensure structures can withstand extreme events.

Navigation Aids

Maritime charts incorporate tidal information to help ships plan routes, avoid hazards, and manage ballast water.

Modern navigation systems integrate real-time tidal predictions to improve safety.



Measurement and Prediction of Tides

Historical Tide Gauges

Since the 19th century, tide gauges have recorded sea level changes at fixed locations. These long-term records

are invaluable for studying climate change and sea-level rise.

Satellite Altimetry

Satellites equipped with radar altimeters measure sea surface height globally. This data helps refine global tidal

models and improve predictions in data-sparse regions.

Tidal Models

Computational models such as the TPXO, FES, and GOTM simulate tidal behavior by solving the equations of

motion for ocean water. These models incorporate gravitational forces, Earth’s rotation, and ocean bathymetry to

produce accurate predictions.

Real-Time Forecasting

Modern tide forecasting systems combine satellite data, tide gauge observations, and atmospheric models to

provide real-time predictions for mariners and coastal communities. Forecasts typically extend up to 5 days with an

accuracy of a few centimeters.

Citizen Science and Community Monitoring

Coastal communities often maintain local tide tables and contribute observations to national databases. This

grassroots approach enhances data coverage and raises public awareness of tidal dynamics.

Future Challenges and Opportunities

Sea-Level Rise and Climate Change

Global warming is causing sea levels to rise, which will amplify tidal ranges and increase the frequency of extreme

tidal events. Coastal communities must adapt to these changes through resilient infrastructure and adaptive

management.

Technological Advancements

Advances in sensor technology, machine learning, and high-performance computing promise more accurate tidal

predictions and better integration of tidal energy into the power grid.

Ecological Conservation

Protecting intertidal habitats requires a nuanced understanding of tidal patterns. Conservation strategies must

balance human use with the preservation of biodiversity.

Regulatory Frameworks

As tidal energy develops, regulatory frameworks will need to address environmental impacts, property rights, and

market integration. International cooperation will be essential to maximize benefits while minimizing harm.

Conclusion

Tides and tidal currents are more than just the rhythmic swell of the ocean; they are dynamic forces that shape our

coastlines, sustain ecosystems, and offer renewable energy potential. By studying the gravitational dance between

the Moon, Sun, and Earth, and by harnessing modern technology, we can predict and manage these powerful



natural phenomena. As climate change continues to reshape our seas, a deep understanding of tidal mechanics

will be indispensable for safeguarding coastal communities, protecting marine life, and unlocking sustainable

energy solutions.
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