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	Executive Summary:
	Confusion exists over the difference, if any, between the terms elevation and height.

	Related Documents:
	IHO CL 80/2004 (TR A2.5). M-4 (B-302).  S-32.  S-57.  INT 1

	Related Projects:
	On-going revision of M-4


1. Introduction / Background

a) IHO CL 80/2004 proposed that the word height (in TR A2.5) be changed to elevation as ‘elevation refers to the vertical distance above a datum level whereas the word height refers to the vertical distance above the local ground level’.  This proposal was based on the practice of the Lights community to use the word elevation for height of light above sea level, and reserve ‘height’ for height above ground level.  This is reinforced by the text of M-4 B-302.

2. Analysis / Discussion

a) M-4 B-302 states that: ‘in correct English usage the word “elevations” should, strictly, be substituted for “heights” where heights above a sea level datum are meant. “Heights” should be reserved for such purposes as heights of structures above ground level; see B-303.  However, in common usage, this distinction is usually made only when describing lights and light structures; see B-471.6’

	b) S-32 definitions: 

i) Elevation: The vertical distance of a point or a level, on or affixed to the surface of the earth, measured from mean sea level. The term elevation is sometimes used synonymously with altitude which in modern use refers particularly to the distance of points or objects above the earth's surface.

ii) Height: The vertical distance of a level, a point, or an object considered as a point, measured from a specified datum. The vertical dimension of an object. 
iii) Spot elevation, spot height: A point on a map or chart whose elevation is noted. It is usually indicated by a dot accompanied by a number indicating the vertical distance of the point from the reference datum. Spot elevations are used principally to indicate points higher than their surroundings. 


c) S-57 (Appendix A, Chapter 2) definitions:
i) Elevation: The altitude of the ground level of an object, measured from a specified vertical datum.

ii) Height: The value of the vertical distance to the highest point of the object, measured from a specified vertical datum.

iii) Vertical length: The total vertical length of an object.

d) INT 1 frequently uses the term ‘height datum’ (usually a HW level) and ‘height’ in the context of land (spot) heights (C10-13, K10), height of tops of trees above height datum (C14), vertical clearances above height datum (D20-28), height of structure above ground level (E5), drying heights, and even height above the bottom (L21.3).  Height is also used in terms of the height of tide above CD. Elevation is only used in relation to lights (H20, P13), although some HOs use the term more widely.

e) The statement at 2a above, combined with the lights community’s practice of using the word ‘elevation’ for the height of a light’s focal plane above CD, led the Tidal Committee to propose a change to TR A2.5 to bring tidal definitions into line with lights.  However, in general terms (the common usage referred to in 2a), the terms heights and elevations are used interchangeably.  It is unlikely that the chart user would see a distinction.  In fact, no such distinction is warranted by the definitions in the Oxford Dictionary of English:

i) Elevation: height above a given level, especially sea level; a high place or position; the angle of something with the horizontal.

ii) Height: elevation above ground or a recognized level (typically sea level); a high place or position.

3. Conclusions

a) There is no difference in meaning between the terms ‘elevation’ and ‘height’, either as defined by the English Dictionary or the Hydrographic Dictionary (the latter in relation to spot heights/elevations).  The reference to ‘correct English usage’ at B-302 is unfounded and causes confusion.

b) The user is therefore unlikely to understand any difference that hydrographers might attach to the words. What is important is to ensure that the user understands what level a height or elevation refers to (as required at M-4 B-302.1).  This may be accomplished by: 

· a title note such as: ‘Heights are in metres.  Drying heights are above Chart Datum.  Vertical clearance heights are above Highest Astronomical Tide.  All other heights are above Mean High Water Springs’ 

· for symbols, by definition in INT 1.

c) The definitions in S-57 are useful and apply well to the situation on charts.  A spot height fulfils both the definitions and so can equally correctly be called a spot height or a spot elevation (as in S-32).  Similarly, the focal plane of a light has no ‘vertical length’ and therefore the lights community can correctly apply the term elevation.  The height of a lighthouse and any other structure is shown separately in brackets and is above height datum (unless E5 is used to show the height is above ground level – its ‘vertical length’ in S-57 terminology).  Existing terminology widely used on charts and in the mapping community remains valid, ie that height is above a stated level (often sea level).  The one term to avoid in accordance with S-57 is to refer to the top of any structure as its elevation.

4. Recommendations

a) Remove the second paragraph at M-4 B-302 at the next opportunity, as an editorial correction.  Removal has no impact on chart specifications, but removes a source of confusion.

5. Justification and Impacts

a) Minor task for CSPCWG Secretary to include at next revision of M-4.

6. Action Required of CSPCWG

a) The CSPCWG is invited to discuss and endorse the recommendation.

