
Bottom Characteristics 
 

The character of the bottom is identified on all nautical charts, particularly in harbors, designated 
anchorages, and other areas where vessels may anchor.  Bottom characteristics are charted to 
provide the following information;  
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• The suitability of the area for anchoring, and the 
type of anchor best suited to the area. 

• To help fishermen select areas where fish may be 
found and avoid places where nets and equipment 
may be damaged.  

• In tidal areas, they show where vessels may safely 
take the ground at low water.  

 

• In shoal areas, they help navigators to assess the 
stability of shoals and to distinguish rocky areas 
from areas of unconsolidated materials. 

 

Bottom characteristics are charted in black italic type.  
Nouns and their abbreviations begin with a capital 
letter; adjectives or qualifying words and their abbreviations are composed of lowercase letters 
only.  The most commonly used bottom characteristics on nautical charts are shown in the table.  
Sand, shell, gravel, and rocky can be found in the Santa Cruz Channel chart segment shown here 
(chart 18728). 
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1 Prepared by the Office of Coast Survey, National Ocean Service, NOAA,  

www.NauticalCharts.NOAA.gov, 1-301-713-2770 
 
Note:  You can add your own information to the Charting Calendar using Adobe Reader 7 or later.  The tools are found at the Tools -> 
Commenting, and Tools -> Drawing Markup features of Adobe Reader. 
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