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Abstract 

It is widely recognised that present expressions of our coastal and marine environment derive from the interplay of ‘natural’ processes with human cultural activity over thousands of years. The present economic and ecological implications from that long relationship are key drivers in developing the EU Marine Strategy and Maritime Policy, while broader socio-political implications are explicitly referenced in the Council of Europe’s European Landscape Convention. However while much good work has been done in developing, refining and presenting our knowledge of physical and ecological statuses and processes in the marine environment, progress has been much slower in bringing our understanding of the past and present cultural dimension to a format inter-operable with ecological and physical environmental databases. Yet that inter-operability, on an area-wide basis, is essential to understanding how we arrived at present dispositions of the ‘natural’ environment, to inform our spatial planning processes and decision-making, and to promote engagement with those people, communities and societies who will see modification of their present cultural management of the environment if we are to build a more sustainable future. 
This paper will describe English Heritage’s response to those pressing needs: development and implementation of a new method for historic seascape characterisation (HSC), extending principles already applied to historic landscapes (by HLC) across most of England’s land area. HSC uses a GIS database to map the dominant character of the historic processes that shaped our present coasts and seas. A tiered spatial-data model reflects the multi-layered character of the marine environment (sea surface, water column, sea-floor and sub sea-floor), along with the inter-tidal zone and adjacent coastal landscapes with maritime character; linked jargon-free texts describe and document HSC ‘Character Types’. Using GIS, queries on attributes underpinning the mapping can be tailored to specific needs, while the HSC layers can be used in conjunction with other GIS-based environmental databases. Compiled to common principles, HSC and HLC are well-placed to provide a common spatial framework of understanding across land, coast and sea: both a seamless continuum and an area of overlaps encompassing landward and seaward perspectives. Such frameworks are essential for coastal and marine spatial planning, but they also offer points of reference with which coastal communities and users can readily engage. The needs which stimulated the development of HSC are common across Europe: this paper offers the principles underpinning HSC as a contribution to resolving those similar needs beyond England.   
