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Introduction to the NAS 

The Nautical Archaeology Society is a not-for-profit organisation (Company limited by guarantee 
no. 1039270, Charity no. 264209) formed in 1972. The Society has a membership representing 
about 30 countries, mainly comprising archaeologists, historians, recreational divers and 
conservators.  
 
An elected Executive Committee and Chair, which are advised on specific issues by a number of 
sub-committees, manage the Society’s business. Non-elected Vice Presidents support the 
committee as is necessary. 
 
The Society’s principal aim is to promote the preservation of the nautical heritage for the benefit 
of current and future generations. 
 
The Society is actively involved with a number of UK and international committees, notably the 
Joint Nautical Archaeology Policy Committee in the UK and the Advisory Council on Underwater 
Archaeology in the USA. 
 
Society initiatives 

 

• Provides editorial services for the peer 
reviewed International Journal of Nautical 
Archaeology 

• Organisation and development of the NAS 
Training Programme; established in 1986 and 
now recognised as an international standard 
for avocational archaeological diver training 

• Diving with a Purpose, a project specifically 
designed to include recreational divers and 
others in the recording, monitoring and 
preservation of cultural heritage 

• Dive into History, a project to raise awareness 
and understanding among non-diving sectors 
of the public 

• Annual Conference featuring domestic and 
international archaeological projects 

• Awards made from the Joan du Plat Taylor 
fund 

• Award to the group or individual for the most 
outstanding work on an ‘Adopted’ site 

• Participation in National Archaeology Day 
events  

• Participation in projects and cultural tours 
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Consultancy 
NAS also offers advice relating to a range of maritime archaeology issues, including: 

• Development of outreach programs 
• Organisation of lectures, seminars and conferences 
• Development of archaeological skills training, ranging from an introduction to basic 

techniques, to more advanced courses suitable for practicing field archaeologists 
• Projects planning and development 
• Maritime archaeological policy 

 
 
Introduction to Archaeology  

What is Archaeology? 
 

 

‘Archaeology is the study and interpretation of the human past through the material remains.’  
 

 

Archaeologists aim to find out as much as possible 
about past societies by studying the physical remains 
that they leave behind. It has been said that 
archaeologists study rubbish, because often, the 
physical remains that archaeologists find have been 
discarded by people in the past. Although this is true 
it is not always the case, maritime archaeologists 
have the opportunity to study shipwrecks that can in 
rare circumstances be relatively complete. Their 
contents can provide a snapshot of that moment in 
the past, giving a more complete view of that society, 
in the same way as discoveries such as Pompeii 
revealed a more complete view of 1st century AD 
Roman life. 
 

The primary aim of archaeology is explanation and therefore the process of archaeology is 
similar to detective work, the archaeological site is the equivalent to the crime scene, all the 
evidence must be carefully collected, recorded and investigated to provide as much information 
as possible.  The questions archaeologists ask are therefore similar to those asked by 
detectives: 
 By asking such questions archaeologists can 

discover identity, purpose, material, level of 
technology and indications of wealth, all of which can 
provide an insight into the people that made, used 
and disposed of them.  
 
To help with the interpretation of the evidence 
archaeologists record the context of an artefact. The 
context records the location of the artefact on the site 
and the details of any other artefacts that it was 
associated with. 

       What? 

       Where? 

       When? 

       Who? 

       Why? 
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Archaeology vs. History  

 

 
History is the study of the past through written 
historical records. If archaeology is the crime scene 
analysis then history is the reviewing of the witness 
statements. When the two processes are combined 
they can help to provide a more complete picture of 
the past. However historical accounts may not be 
accurate or representative of the whole story and 
should therefore be used with caution. 
 

Archaeology vs. Salvage  
Salvage is primarily concerned with the recovery of commodities for commercial gain. 
Archaeology is driven by research aims, with the primary concern being the recovery of as much 
INFORMATION as possible, irrespective of any commercial value. 
 
Archaeological Evidence  
Archaeological evidence can be broadly split into the following categories:  
 

• Structure eg. Buildings, hull structure (sometimes referred to as features) 
• Sediments 
• Contents 

o Artefacts (artefacts made/modified by humans)  
o Ecofacts (plant/animal remains associated with the site)  

 
What is Nautical archaeology?  

Nautical archaeology is the study and interpretation of human interaction with the water. 
 
The principles of archaeology are exactly the same whether it is practised on land, underwater 
or in between, only the environment in which artefacts and sites are found differs.  
 
Characteristics of Underwater and Foreshore sites 

Understanding how and why a site was formed can help archaeologists with their interpretations. 
It is therefore important to be aware of the factors that may have affected the site both whilst it 
was in use and during the period from abandonment to discovery. These factors will include: 

• The environment at the time the site was in use. This will affected how people lived and 
what was thrown away 

• The burial environment of our site. This will have affected what has survived 
• The cultural processes which may have affected the survival. Culture will have affected 

what was thrown away and what was kept and reused 
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On foreshore and underwater sites, archaeologists often find an extraordinary degree of 
preservation. Organic materials which are rarely found on land can often survive and be found in 
excellent condition on underwater sites. As illustrated by the chart below: 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Archaeological Sites 

 

 

 
An archaeological site can be described as a 
concentration of material remains indicating the way 
people lived in the past. However these sites must 
not be studied in isolation because they did not exist 
in isolation. 
 
It is vital as archaeologists to explore the 
relationships and interdependencies between sites.  
 
 
 
 
 

Site Types  

Nautical archaeologists study a wide range of site types which can be found in different 
environments including on dry land many miles from the sea! 
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Shipwrecks 
 Shipwrecks may be found in deep water, shallow 

water, on the foreshore or even on dry land. 
Shipwrecks found in deep water are more likely to 
offer the time-capsule effect, however they present 
there own difficulties in terms of accessing the 
material. Sites in shallow water or on the foreshore 
are unlikely to contain the same amount of material 
but can contribute much to the archaeological record. 
These sites are rapidly disappearing through the 
effects of erosion, vandalism and threat from 
developers. 
 

Submerged Landscapes  

 Submerged landscapes may tell us about how 
societies were living, the make up of the landscape 
and the climate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Settlement Sites  
 One of the best examples of a settlement site is a 

crannog, these were structures built on man-made 
islands in lakes and lochs. They have been found in 
Scotland, Ireland and Wales and were in use from 
the bronze age until the 17th century. 
 
 

Ports and Harbours  

 Ports and harbours can tell us about the maritime 
infrastructure in particular they can tell us about trade 
and may also indicate the levels of technology 
available to the society. 
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Fish Traps  

 Fish traps can provide information on how past 
societies interacted with and exploited their marine 
environment. They can give an indication of the 
different technology available to the society as they 
will vary from small wicker traps to large stone built 
structures. 
 
 
 

Aircraft  

 Wreck sites are not just ships, nautical archaeologists 
may also study the remains of aircraft which have 
crashed over the sea or on the foreshore. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Archaeological Dating Methods 
In order to make sense of archaeological information, it needs to be set in a chronological 
framework. This requires the establishment of dates for artefacts and sites, Once a date has 
been established archaeologists have the ability to relate events or features throughout antiquity 
and across the world.  
 
Broadly speaking there are two types of dating:  

1. Relative dating 
 
This relies on the sequencing of events, i.e. the relative order in which they occurred. It cannot 
reveal the length of time between two events, nor can it provide a date in years which places the 
event in a conventional timescale.  

2. Absolute dating 
 
Absolute dating methods rely on scientific techniques as a means of ascertaining specific dates 
in calendar years 
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Relative Dating Methods 
 

 

Stratigraphy 
 

 

 

Adapted from a geological principle, this dating 
method is based on the premise that archaeological 
deposits, like geological strata are formed in 
sequential layers. In general, the uppermost layer is 
the most recent.  
 
Layer A will be the oldest and layer C will be the most 
recent. 
 

 

If artefacts are found within stratigraphic layers they 
can help to provide some dates for the site. 
 
BLOCK A 
Context 1 is later than Context 2. Absolute dates can 
be placed in the relative dating sequence.  
BLOCK B 
A coin dated 79 AD in Context 3 suggests that 
Context 2 and 1 arrived after 79 AD.  
BLOCK C 
A floor constructed in 1322 AD (Context 3) suggests 
that the contexts below it must have accumulated 
before that date. 
 

 

Stratigraphy can survive well in underwater and 
foreshore sites, despite that fact that they are often 
very dynamic environments. Stratigraphy helps 
understand the way that a site has formed and this is 
particularly useful when interpreting archaeological 
sites.  
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However care must be taken when interpreting 
stratigraphy. The context could have been disturbed, 
leaving the oldest layer of material nearer the 
surface, isolated finds could also move through 
different contexts. It is therefore important to look at 
as much dating evidence as possible to avoid errors. 
Contexts could be disturbed by natural processes or 
through human activity.  
 
 

Typology  
 

 

 

Typology is based on the fact that while the function 
of an object remains the same its physical form 
evolves over time and that these changes can be 
identified and recorded enabling objects to be placed 
in chronological sequences.  In a modern day 
example, a record is usually older than a cassette 
which is older than a CD.  
 

Sequences may be unsound as they are based on assumptions of early and late characteristics, 
therefore as much supporting evidence as possible should be used. It is possibility that there 
would have been an overlap of different styles. The current fashion for retro-styling is also a 
potential source for confusion, as well as the possibility that high value objects may well be ‘in 
use’ or held as antiques for many years after its original production. 
 
Absolute Dating Methods 
 

 

Radiocarbon Dating 

 

Radiocarbon or Carbon 14 dating was developed in 
the 1950s and can be used to date organic materials. 
Carbon 14 is a radioactive isotope, which is produced 
in the earth's upper atmosphere. All living things 
absorb Carbon 14 until they die, which maintains a 
constant ration of Carbon 14 to Carbon 12. Once an 
organism has died the Carbon 14 starts to decay. 
The rate of decay is exponential with a known half-life 
of 5,730 (+/- 40) years. This means that by 
measuring the ratio of Carbon 14 to Carbon 12 
remaining in a sample of organic material, the 
elapsed time since death can be calculated.  
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 Radiocarbon dating can be effective for dates as far 
back as 40,000 BP (Before Present - present is taken 
to be 1950) but it is not very accurate. Radiocarbon 
dates are generally quoted with a margin of error and 
degree of confidence e.g. 1600 +/- 150 years. A 
margin of error of several hundred years is not 
particularly significant for a date many thousands of 
years old. For more recent dates however, such an 
error margin can make radiocarbon dating less 
appropriate as it is too imprecise.  
 
 
 
 
 

When radiocarbon dating was developed it was assumed that the ratio of Carbon 14 to Carbon 
12 in the atmosphere has remained constant, however further research has shown that this is 
not the case and radiocarbon dates must therefore be calibrated to give a date in calendar 
years. 
 
Dendrochronology  

Dendrochronology or tree-ring dating can be particularly useful for maritime sites due to the 
often favourable preservation conditions for organic materials.  
 

 

Dendrochronology is used for the dating of timber 
and is based on the fact that trees produce annual 
growth rings of variable width depending on 
environmental conditions.  
 
In certain species it is possible to identify the same 
year in two different trees from similar geographical 
locations. By matching these identical years, it is 
possible to build up a sequence of overlapping 
samples. For certain areas, this sequence extends 
back as many as 9,000 years. 
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Where a reliable sequence is available, tree-ring 
dating can give dates accurate to 1 year, or individual 
growing season and is therefore a very valuable 
dating technique. For the greatest degree of 
accuracy, an ideal sample would include the centre of 
the tree (pith), all the hardwood, sapwood and even 
the bark.  
 
It is important to remember that the date given with 
dendrochronology is the date of felling of the tree and 
that this date could be significantly different from the 
date of use or loss.  
 

Not all wood samples will be suitable for dendrochronology, and even a good sample may not 
be able to be matched to a known chronology, it is therefore necessary to take multiple samples 
to have the best chance of a good result. 
 
Wood samples may also be able to provide information on the geographical area and the 
climate at the time the tree was alive. 
 
Historical Association  
  

Written records allow historical association to provide 
archaeological clues with absolute dates, however all 
written records must be treated with care.
 
Artefacts such as coins, guns, bells and medals can 
be found in archaeological contexts with dates on 
them. At first sight these may appear to be a source 
of absolute dating but this is not the case.  
 
A date of 1820 on a coin for example means that the 
coin could not have been deposited there before 
1820 but it may have been deposited considerably 
later than 1820.  
 

Underwater Finds – Rights and Responsibilities 
Underwater finds include anything that has been made or altered by people in the past. The 
term wreck has a legal meaning which is more specific; it means the remains of ships, their 
cargo, tackle, armament and the personal possessions of people who sailed aboard. Things 
eroded from the shore or that have not come from a vessel are not wreck, but they can still be 
interesting and important. As a general rule, underwater finds are best treated as wreck until 
proved otherwise.  
 
Some objects found on the foreshore in England and Wales may prove to be ‘treasure’ under 
the terms of the Treasure Act 1996 if they were originally deposited on land. However, if an 
object on the foreshore came from a ship then it is wreck and the Treasure Act does not apply.  
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This guidance is intended to apply to all finds, no matter how old or historically significant they 
may appear to be. It is often difficult to work out the age of things when they are first discovered, 
and even items from the recent past can have an interesting story to tell.  
 
If you find an object that is under immediate threat or if it is unlikely that it can be relocated, then 
it may be appropriate to remove it. Before you remove a find, mark its position, and place the 
find in a stabilising environment as soon as possible. While you are removing the find, you 
should also take special care to minimise damage to the seabed, as your action may destabilise 
an entire site.  
 
Although metal detectors, magnetometers and other geophysical technologies can serve as 
useful tools, hasty application can lead to wasteful and damaging 'treasure hunts'. Such tools 
are most effective if they are used systematically as part of an overall strategy for investigating a 
site. When you are preparing a search strategy, aim to minimise any disturbance to 
archaeological deposits and record your results - both positive and negative - over the whole 
area that you search.  
 
If human remains are discovered they should be treated with due care and attention to decency. 
Under Section 25 of the Burial Act 1857 it is generally necessary to obtain a licence from the 
Home Office before removing human remains from a place of burial.  
 
Merchant Shipping Act 1995  

For the purposes of the Merchant Shipping Act, Wreck is  defined as: 
 
Flotsam 
Goods lost from a ship which has sunk or otherwise perished which are recoverable by reason 
of their remaining afloat.  
Jetsam 
Goods cast overboard in order to lighten a vessel, which is in danger of being sunk, 
notwithstanding that afterwards it perishes.  
Lagan 
Goods cast overboard from a ship which afterwards perishes, buoyed so as to render them 
recoverable.  
Derelict 
Property, whether vessel or cargo which has been abandoned and deserted at sea by those 
who were in charge of it without any hope of recovering it.  
 
 
 

Receiver of Wreck  
 
The Receiver of Wreck is a national post within the 
Maritime Coastguard Agency (MCA). The Receiver is 
the first point of contact for any material found in or 
on the shores of the tidal waters of the UK (12 
nautical miles).  
 
 

 
 

http://www.mcga.gov.uk/c4mca/mcga-receiverofwreck.htm
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The primary aims of the Receiver of Wreck system are to:  
 

• Give the legitimate owner the opportunity to recover their property  
• Ensure that law-abiding finders of wreck receive an appropriate award under the terms of 

the law - this applies whether the owner is found or not. 
 
 If you have found something in or on the shore of UK 

tidal waters, then Merchant Shipping Act 1995 
requires that the finder report their find to the 
Receiver of Wreck. This is done by completing a 
Report Form. The information supplied by the finder 
will, if requested, be treated in confidence by the 
Receiver.  A Report Form can be found in your ‘Intro 
Pack’ and by following the link below: 
 
Wreck Report Form  
 

The ownership of underwater finds that turn out to be wreck is decided according to procedures 
set out in the Merchant Shipping Act 1995. Finders should assume at the outset that all 
recovered wreck has an owner. Ownership of wreck lies in the original owner or their successor, 
unless they fail to make a claim to the Receiver of Wreck within one year of notification.  
Ownership of unclaimed wreck lies in the Crown or in a person to whom rights of wreck have 
been granted. For example, the Duchy of Cornwall claims a right to wreck throughout Cornwall.  
 
The Receiver of Wreck has a duty to ensure that finders who report their finds as required 
receive an appropriate salvage award. In the case of material considered to be of historic or 
archaeological importance, a suitable museum is asked to buy the material at the current 
valuation and the finder then receives the net proceeds of the sale as a salvage award. If the 
right to, or the amount of, salvage cannot be agreed, either between owner and finder or 
between competing salvors, the Receiver of Wreck will hold the wreck until the matter is settled, 
either through amicable agreement or by court judgement. 
 
Protection of Wrecks Act 1973  

Under the Protection of Wrecks Act, sites can be designated due to their ‘historical, 
archaeological or artistic importance’ 
 
Sites are designated by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) or the devolved 
authorities in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, to help make the decisions they are advised 
by the Advisory Committee on Historic Wreck Sites (ACHWS), as well as by English Heritage, 
Historic Scotland, Cadw and Environment & Heritage Service Northern Ireland.   

 
 

http://www.mcga.gov.uk/c4mca/mcga07-home/emergencyresponse/mcga-receiverofwreck/mcga-howtoreportawreck/web_-_system-row-report_form.htm
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 A team of diving archaeologists assists the DCMS 
and ACHWS in the consideration of an application for 
the designation or licensing of sites. It is illegal to dive 
on a site designated under the Protection of Wrecks 
Act 1973 without a licence.  
 
There are currently 60 sites designated under this 
Act. These sites are listed on the Maritime 
Coastguard Agency Website. To view a current list of 
designated sites, please follow this link: 
Sites designated under the Protection of Wrecks Act 

 
Address 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
Buildings, Monuments and Sites Division 4 
2-4 Cockspur Street 
LondonSW1Y 5DH 
Tel: 0207 211 2102 Fax: 0207 211 2040  
 
The Advisory Committee on Historic Wreck Sites (ACHWS)  
 
The ACHWS was created to advise Government on the suitability of wreck sites to be 
designated for protection on the grounds of historical, archaeological, or artistic interest in 
accordance with the terms of the Protection of Wrecks Act 1973.  
 
The Committee also advises on the issuing of licences for the surveillance and excavation of 
designated sites by named individuals and recommends the conditions to be attached to such 
licences.  
 
The membership of the Committee is intended to reflect the wide range of interests involved in 
underwater archaeology. Members are appointed from the fields of maritime history, 
archaeology, sport/commercial diving, museums, conservation, maritime law, marine biology, 
environmental consultancy and the Royal Navy.  
 
The ACHWS meets three times a year, normally in March, July and November.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.mcga.gov.uk/c4mca/mcga07-home/emergencyresponse/mcga-receiverofwreck/mcga-protectedwrecks/mcga-protectedwrecks-wrecksact1973_1.htm
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There are four types of licence available to visit a protected wreck site: 

Visitors Licence 

 

This category of licence will often be used for sites 
where there is no active work, but where there is a 
need for regular monitoring because of active erosion 
or visits by unauthorised divers. It would not normally 
require access to a high level of archaeological 
expertise, and a nominated archaeologist would not 
normally be required.  

Survey Licence  

 
 
 

This category of licence is covers a wide variety of 
non-intrusive site investigation, such as photography 
and video; measuring distances between objects; 
compiling site plans; recording seabed topography; 
and measuring and drawing objects on the seabed, 
this work should not disturb the site. This type of work 
is the most important part of pre-disturbance 
archaeological fieldwork, but the skills required are 
straightforward technical ones which can be learnt 
from training courses provided by the NAS. A 
nominated archaeologist is required as a pre-
requisite of the application, but they wouldn’t 
necessarily need to be on-site during the survey 
work.  

Surface Recovery Licence  

 

This licence is limited to the recovery of artefacts or 
other archaeological material exposed on the seabed 
without disturbing the underlying material or stable 
sediments. An identified archaeological advisor would 
be needed to set out the diving team's strategy and 
ensure its implementation, as well as having an input 
into the analysis and interpretation of items recovered 
from the site. However, in some cases it would not be 
necessary for the archaeologist to visit the site. A 
nominated archaeologist is required and it would be 
expected to be on-site during recovery work. 
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Excavation Licence  

 Any activity that involves disturbance of the site 
requires an excavation licence. This licence will not 
normally be issued until a completed pre-disturbance 
survey has been submitted to the Advisory 
Committee. In most cases the direction of such 
activities would have to be under the control of an 
appropriately qualified and experienced 
archaeologist. This archaeologist would need to be 
on site for most of the time excavation was taking 
place. In very exceptional circumstances an 
experienced field worker without academic 
qualifications might be considered suitable for 
supervision of many of the on-site activities.  
 
 
 

Protection of Wrecks Act Part II  

 

A site may also be designated under the Protection of 
Wrecks Act if the site represents: 
‘A potential danger to life or property’ 
This has been used in the case of the S.S Richard 
Montgomery which has 1400tons of explosives on 
board. 
 
 
 
 
 

Protection of Military Remains Act 1986 

Under the Protection of Military Remains Act 1986, all aircraft that have crashed in military 
service are protected, and the Ministry of Defence has powers to protect vessels that were in 
military service when they were wrecked.  
 
Sites can be designated as Protected Places or Controlled Sites. It is not necessary in either 
case to demonstrate the presence of human remains. 
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Sites may be designated as a protected place if they 
were lost after 4th August 1914, even if their location 
is not known. 
 
Diving is not prohibited on these sites but it is an 
offence to tamper with, damage, move or remove 
sensitive remains. 
 
The M2 submarine is an example of a Protected 
Place. 
 
 

 

To be designated as a controlled site the position of 
the wreck must be known and no more than 200 
years must have elapsed since loss. 
 
Any diving operations are prohibited, though licences 
can be sought from the MOD. 
 
The Royal Oak is an example of a Controlled Site. 

To view an up-to-date list of the sites designated under the Act follow the link below to the MCA 
website: Sites designated under the Protection of Military Remains Act 
 
Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979 
The National Heritage Act 2002 extended the definition of ‘ancient monument’ to include “any 
site comprising, or comprising the remains of, any vehicle, aircraft or other moveable structure, 
or part thereof”, and extended its application to “include ancient monuments in, on or under the 
seabed within the limits of the United Kingdom territorial waters adjacent to England”. 
 

 

The Act has been used by Historic Scotland to 
protect the remains of the German High Seas Fleet in 
Scapa Flow and to protect a number of small herring 
fishing boats in Aberlady Bay.  Cadw has protected 
the wreck of the Louisa, which as a result of a land 
reclamation scheme now lies well above the new 
high water mark. 
 
 

Sites are scheduled by Secretary of State upon advice of English Heritage, Cadw or Historic 
Scotland. A Monument must be of "national importance ", which is undefined. 
 
Scheduling can occur in inland waters or within territorial waters. For a current list of sites 
designated as Maritime Scheduled Ancient Monuments, follow the link below: 

Sites designated as Scheduled Ancient Monuments 

 
 

http://www.mcga.gov.uk/c4mca/mcga07-home/emergencyresponse/mcga-receiverofwreck/mcga-protectedwrecks/mcga-protectedwrecks-military.htm
http://www.mcga.gov.uk/c4mca/mcga07-home/emergencyresponse/mcga-receiverofwreck/mcga-protectedwrecks/mcga-protectedwrecks-ancient.htm
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Introduction to 2D Survey  

The importance of an accurate site survey cannot be overstated. As a site changes over time, 
either due to environmental changes or through development work it will be destroyed. In some 
cases, the survey of a site may be the only evidence left through which to make archaeological 
interpretations. 
 
In addition, if further exploration of a site is planned, excavation may be necessary. As the 
archaeological evidence is revealed and often recovered during an excavation, the site is 
systematically being destroyed. For this reason it is imperative that accurate and thorough 
records are made and kept in the form of site survey. 
 
An accurate site survey can be used for several different outcomes including visual 
representations of the site, replicas, experimentation with different technologies and can also aid 
with the interpretation and understanding of a site. 
 
 

 

Through the accurate 
survey of a crannog they 
can be better understood 
and this can lead to the 
building of reconstructions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dependent on the outcome of the survey required, there are three principle types of survey: 
 

• Assessment survey – this will usually consist of a quick survey and a site sketch, that is 
then used to inform the project plan 

• Recording survey – this is the most common form of survey undertaken and can be 
divided into two principal categories 

1. Survey as an end product. 
2. Pre-disturbance survey – a survey which is carried out to record the site prior to 

destruction through excavation. 
• Monitoring survey – a form of recording survey, however the main aim is to record how 

the site changes over time. 
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In order to carry out an effective survey, there is no 
need for expensive equipment and gadgets, just 
some simple tools. 

• A drawing board and pencil 
• Underwater paper (permatrace) 
• A tape measure 
• Folding rulers 
• Compass 
 
 
 
 
 

Survey methods 
An Initial Site Sketch  

 

Producing a quick site sketch is useful for planning 
the rest of the project. It does not need to be artistic 
or have millimetric accuracy. An easy way to produce 
the survey is to take rough measurements (eg fin 
kicks) and bearings from a fixed central point. 
 
Photography and video can also be useful tools at 
this stage of a survey.  
 
 
 

Measured Survey  

Control Points  

Establishing control points is the first step of any measured survey. They are fixed points, whose 
precise location is known. All subsequent survey measurements are taken with reference to 
these points. 
 
There are three kinds of control point 

• Primary: established around the exterior of the site 
• Secondary: used to overcome problems with line of sight 
• Detail: points on artefacts or features used to position the object with reference to the 

primary or secondary points. 
 

Distances and 
Bearings 
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Control points must be: 
• Permanent 
• Uniquely identified 
• Precisely defined 

Offsets  

The Offset method relies on the measurement of distances at right angles to the baseline.  
 
The first step is to establish a baseline with a Control Point at each end. The method can be 
simplified by using a tape measure as the base line. It is important to record the length of the 
base line.  
 

 

In this example, the zero of the baseline tape 
measure is at Control Point A. The diver uses a 
second, loose tape measure. The diver places the 
zero of the tape measure on the point that is being 
surveyed and the 'measuring end' of the tape 
measure is then straightened to form a right-angle 
with the base line. 
  
A right angle can be established by swinging the tape 
to ensure the shortest measurement is read or by 
using the corner of the survey board. 
 

Once the right-angle between the measuring tape and the baseline has been established, two 
measurements are recorded on a pre-prepared proforma.  
 

 

The results of an offset survey can be drawn up using 
a set square and a ruler.  
 
The survey point could be either side of the baseline, 
it is therefore important to record which side of the 
baseline the measurements have been taken from. It 
is also important to record which end of the baseline 
is zero.  
 
 

Offsets are most effective when the detail points being surveyed are close to the baseline. 
Distances of over a few metres lead to unacceptable inaccuracies. It is a relatively quick method.
 

1 

2 

A 

B 

baseline measurement 

offset 

B

1m
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Trilateration, Triangulation and Ties  

The terms trilateration and triangulation are sometime used interchangeably, however strictly 
speaking trilateration relies on the measurement of linear distance between control points, whilst 
triangulation relies on measuring angles. During the Introduction course the trilateration method 
was practiced. Ties are a form of trilateration using conveniently place secondary control points 
on a long baseline. 

 

The process begins with the establishment of two 
control points (A & B). Two points can be joined by a 
line, (physical or imaginary) to form a baseline. The 
length of this base line must be recorded.  
 
 

 

The distance is then measured from each control 
point, to the detail point being surveyed. The 
measurements are recorded on a pre-prepared 
waterproof proforma. 
  
 

 

The results of a trilateration survey can be drawn up 
using a ruler and a pair of compasses. The point 
where the two arcs intercept is the point being 
surveyed. 
 
As with offsets the results could be either side of the 
baseline, it is therefore important to record which side 
you are working on. 

A 

B 

A 

B 
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When using only two points, if one of the 
measurements is incorrect, the two arcs on the 
drawing will still intercept and the error will not be 
recognised.  
In order to overcome this problem, it is necessary to 
introduce an additional Control Point (C). Control 
Point C must be surveyed into points A and B. A 
measurement can then be taken from Control Point C 
to the point being surveyed. Ideally, when it comes to 
drawing up, all three arcs will intercept at one point. 
In reality, however, it may be that a 'cocked hat' is 
produced by the three arcs. The size of the cocked 
hat will give some indication as to the degree of error. 
 

Trilateration and ties will produce more accurate results than offsets for distances over 10m. The 
most accurate results will be when the angle of interception of the two arcs is between 45° and 
135°. Measurements need to be horizontal, which can be difficult to achieve on an uneven site. 
When using ties the baseline must be immoveable. 
 
Common Survey Errors 

 

The most common errors will come from the diver 
and include: 

• Reading the tape measure incorrectly. 
• Transcribing the numbers incorrectly. 
• Confusion between the control points being 

measured to. 
 
Other errors can occur due to environmental 
constraints which are likely to effect the accuracy of 
the survey and the time taken to produce results, 
they include: 

• Poor visibility, depth, current and temperature.
 

The Third Dimension  

 Trilateration, Offsets and Ties can also be used in the 
vertical plane to produce profiles.  
 
In this example the baseline has been established 
between two control points raised above the wreck 
site to allow direct line of sight. It is important that 
both control points are at the same height/depth in 
order to obtain a 90° angle when using the offset 
method. 

B 

A 

C 
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Planning Frame  

This is a rigid frame, often 1 metre square (internal 
size) subdivided by string/cord into smaller squares 
of 10 or 20cms.  
 
Essential features are that they do not bend out of 
shape and that the string is tight enough to avoid 
distortion.  
 
Parallax error will occur if the drawer is not positioned 
directly above the planning frame, therefore planning 
frames should be double strung to help avoid these 
errors. When the drawer is directly above the frame 
both strings will be in line.  
 

 

In order to produce an accurate drawing using a 
planning frame, it must be horizontal. Ideally, a 
planning frame will therefore have adjustable legs to 
compensate for an uneven bottom. 
 

 

The drawings produced using planning frames must 
be able to be related to the site plan. It is therefore 
necessary to survey the base of the planning frame 
to your control points. This can be done using either 
offsets or trilateration. 
 
 
A planning frame can be useful for producing a scale 
drawing of a group/collection of artefacts or features 
in a relatively short space of time. 
 
 

What’s Next?  

Now you have completed the NAS Introduction to Foreshore and Underwater Archaeology you 
may be interested in becoming more involved with underwater or foreshore archaeology and the 
NAS can help you to achieve this. 
 
Following on from the Introduction course the NAS training syllabus can continue to offer ways in 
which to develop your knowledge and skills in nautical archaeology 
 
 
 

BA 
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NAS Part I Certificate in Foreshore and Underwater Archaeology 

This is a 2 day course, normally run over a weekend. The course builds on the knowledge and 
skills learnt during the Introduction course. It aims to give an idea of how a project should be 
planned organised and run. By the end of the two days you will have a better understanding of 
many of the facets of project management and also be capable of undertaking a small 3D 
survey. The course provides the necessary skills to undertake a NAS Part II survey project. 
Topics covered in the Part I course include: 
 

 

• Project Planning 
• Accessing Information 
• Area Search and Survey Methods 
• Introduction to 3D survey 
• Finds Handling 
• Interpretation and Archiving 
• 2 Open Water Dives (optional) 
 

 

All practical sessions can also be undertaken on 
land, therefore diving is not mandatory for the Part I 
course. (Divers need CMAS 2 *, PADI Advanced 
Open Water or BSAC Sports diver). 
 

NAS Part II Intermediate Certificate in Foreshore and Underwater Archaeology 

 This certificate offers the opportunity to put into 
practice some of the things you will have learnt on 
your Introduction and Part I courses and involves the 
production of a short survey report. You can survey a 
site of interest to you personally, or you can carry out 
the work required for this qualification as part of a 
group on a field school, or with other members of 
your diving club. Those involved in a group project 
may wish to consider submitting an individual report 
based on collective data. 
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In addition to the survey report participants are 
required to demonstrate a broadening of knowledge 
through attendance of the equivalent of 2 days of 
archaeological conferences or managed field trips 
and events. 
 
Conferences can either be full day events or the 
accumulation of individual lectures or seminars. 
Organised field trips and events must have clearly 
defined learning objectives and be approved in 
advance by the NAS.  
 

The NAS organises an Annual Conference and also runs several managed field trips each year. 
In addition NAS also recognises events organised by other institutions. If unsure whether a 
particular conference will count towards a NAS Part II, please consult with the NAS Office. 
Attendance at conferences and field trips must be confirmed by an NAS tutor or event organiser. 
 
NAS Part III Advanced Certificate in Foreshore and Underwater Archaeology 

 

This certificate is designed to develop a competent 
fieldworker with both practical and theoretical 
knowledge who would be an asset to any project. To 
achieve a Part III certificate, participants must 
complete a broad area of the syllabus which consists 
of 8 core subject groups. A minimum of 100 contact 
hours must be collected in six of the eight modules 
listed below. This will involve lectures, onsite 
demonstrations and practical exercises in many of 
the techniques of underwater archaeology. A 
maximum of 28 points may be counted in any one 
core subject and a minimum of 8 points must be 
obtained in each of the 6 chosen core subjects. 
 

 

The 8 core subject areas are 
• Research and Information Technology 
• Archaeological Science 
• Recording 
• Survey 
• Excavation 
• Managing Archaeology 
• Conservation 
• Ancient Technology 

You can start collecting points towards your Part III certificate as soon as you have completed 
the Introduction course.  
NAS Part IV Diploma in Foreshore and Underwater Archaeology 
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 This is the final element of the NAS Programme, and 
provides a certification level for a fieldworker capable 
of supervising on site in conjunction with an 
archaeological director.   
 
To qualify for the diploma participants must have 
worked on at least three different archaeological sites 
for a minimum of 12 weeks since the completion of 
their NAS Part II. They must also have completed a 
dissertation or extended portfolio of work on an 
approved subject including a full report prepared to 
academic publication standard (such as IJNA) 
 

NAS Projects  

The NAS offers several project opportunities each year, on the foreshore and underwater. For 
information on current projects please visit the NAS website. 

www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/projects  
 
Diving Into History 

Archaeologists know very little about many of the wrecks that are regularly visited by divers and 
those walking the foreshore, even the precise location of wrecks is often unknown. It is also 
important to understand how wrecks are changing, many sites are beginning to break up and we 
are rapidly losing the opportunity to record them. In many cases the only evidence for industrial 
technological change or changes in ship design lies on the seabed or the foreshore. It is often a 
misconception that we have plans and written records for all modern ships. 
 
The Adopt-a-Wreck Scheme 
The Adopt-a-Wreck Scheme is a joint initiative between the NAS, the Receiver of Wreck, BSAC, 
PADI and SAA and offers groups, clubs and individuals the perfect opportunity to get involved 
with their own project. 
 
 The scheme aims to provide information about 

maritime sites to: 
• add information to the records of various 

archaeological and environmental 
organisations 

• provide additional information on a variety of 
maritime sites for members of the public 

• enhance and widen the understanding and 
appreciation of our heritage 

• help divers get more enjoyment out of their 
sport 

• help understand the impact we are having on 
our sport 

For further information on adopting a wreck site please visit the NAS website: 
 

 
 

http://www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/projects
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www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/projects/adoption 
 

The Adopt-a-Wreck Award  

 The NAS makes an annual award to the group who 
have best fulfilled a range of criteria that includes 
both the quality of the fieldwork and the 
dissemination of the results. The award is judged by 
representatives form PADI, BSAC, SAA, the Receiver 
of Wreck and the NAS and is normally presented at 
the NAS Annual Conference. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Become an NAS Member  

 

There are many benefits of becoming an NAS 
member including 

• access to the Newsletter and IJNA 
(dependent on membership level) 

• Discounts on future courses 
• Discounted entry to certain events 
• Discounts on certain publications 
 

For full details of membership benefits and how to 
become a member please contact the NAS office or 
visit the website. 
 

www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/membership  
 
 

http://www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/projects/adoption
http://www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/membership
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