Part VI

Catastrophic Deposition along the Continental Margin
The debris eroded from the continents during the period of sheet erosion had to be
deposited somewhere. Powerful water currents would transport this sediment as a sheet
and deposit the sediments as a sheet in areas of waning currents. The ongoing vertical
movements of continents rising and ocean basins sinking would cause a large depth
difference at the continental margins. It is in this deep water of the continental margin
where the current velocity would decrease and deposition occur. The velocity drop would
be similar to water moving through a narrow pipe and suddenly encountering a wide pipe.
The velocity slows down. Resistant rocks, such as quartzite, of course, were deposited
along the Flood path. The softer rocks would have been broken up into small particles
because of extreme turbulence and easily transported to the edge of the continent. The
sediment load coming off the continents would, therefore, have been deposited along
the edge of the continents as a sheet forming the continental shelf, slope, and rise.

Chapter 30

The Sediments of the Continental Margins
In Chapter 7 we considered the evidence that the continents rose as the ocean basins
sank. An example of this lies along the East Coast of the United States: the Appalachians
rose and the offshore area sank 8.7 miles (14 km).1,2 Massive sediments flowed off of the
continent and accumulated in deep offshore basins. This chapter will amplify Chapter 7
focusing on the continental margin’s sedimentary rocks.

Figure 30.1. The continental margin shown in light blue (from wikipedia).

The Flat Continental Shelf and the Drop Off of the Continental Slope
The ocean floor can be divided into two major areas, the continental margins and the
deep ocean basins or abyssal plains. The continental margins make up about 20% of the
ocean floor. The margin consists of a continuous band of mainly sedimentary rocks that
surrounds all continents and large islands (Figure 30.1). There are two types of continental margins:
(1) the Atlantic type margin that is generally seismically inactive (Figure 30.2a) and
(2) the seismically active Pacific type margin (Figure 30.2b).3 The Atlantic margins
are also considered passive margins, and the Pacific margins, active.
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Although there is considerable variety, continental margins consist mainly of a shelf
and a slope. Atlantic margins include the added feature of a continental rise. Pacific margins
usually do not possess a continental rise and the slope usually continues down into a deepsea trench. Figure 30.2 shows the features of typical Atlantic- and Pacific-type margins.

Figure 30.2a. Schematic of an Atlantic type margin (drawn by Mrs.
Melanie Richard).

Figure 30.2b. Schematic of a Pacific type margin (drawn by Mrs.
Melanie Richard).

Continental Shelf
The continental shelf is a seaward extension of the continent, or coastal plain, from
the shoreline to the shelf break or shelf edge, which is the seaward terminus of the
continental shelf and the beginning of the continental slope. The continental shelf dips
very gently seaward at less than 0.1°, with a subdued relief of less than 65 feet (20 m).
Relief is the altitude difference between the highest and lowest points of the terrain (see
Figure 2.5). In other words, the continental shelf is almost flat with a very slight seaward
inclination.

The Antarctica continental shelf is anomalous. The shelf edge is much deeper, at
655 to 1,310 feet (200 to 400 m) below the sea surface. And most unusual, the continental shelf actually becomes deeper moving from the shelf edge toward the shoreline.4 The
Antarctica continental margin pattern reflects subsidence of the continent due to the great
weight of the Antarctica Ice Sheet, which formed after the formation of the continental
shelf. As expected it has greater subsidence closer to shore than farther out because it is
closer to the thick ice. If it weren’t for the ice sheet, Antarctic would be consistent with
other continental margins.
A seaward width of a continental shelf varies considerably from a few miles (several
km) to more than 250 miles (400 km); the average is 50 miles (80 km). At least one shelf
is over 600 miles (1,000 km) wide.5 The widest shelves are found along the Arctic Ocean.
The Bering Sea, and Grand Banks, Newfoundland, shelves are also very wide.

Figure 30.3. The nearly flat continental shelf and the drop off of the continental
slope off the southeastern United States (from Wikipedia). The drop off is especially steep in the north where it descends down to the continental rise.

Continental Slope
Continental shelves continue until the shelf breaks at a consistent average depth of
about 425 feet (130 m). Beyond the shelf break, the surface slope suddenly changes
seaward from nearly flat to about 4° and drops from 425 feet (130 m) to depths of 4,900
to 11,480 feet (1,500 to 3,500 m). This steep slope is appropriately named the continental
slope. If all the water were removed from the oceans, the continental slope would be the
most conspicuous geomorphological boundary on earth (Figure 30.3).
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Continental slopes vary considerably in slope. Some can be much steeper than average with slopes of 35° to 90°. The width of these steep slopes is rather narrow compared
to the width of the continental shelf. It is important to note, the wider the continental
shelf, the steeper the continental slope, reflecting that when deposition is farther out to
sea, the water depth deepens.
The relief of the continental slope varies considerably due to faulting, submarine
slides, and numerous submarine canyons (see Volume III on submarine canyons).

Figure 30.4. Principal features of an Atlantic-type margin with a vertical exaggeration of about 1/50
(drawn by Mrs. Melanie Richard). Note the dashed line, which represents the slope that should occur by
normal wind driven currents in the ocean today.

Continental Rise
The continental rise exists only along Atlantic-type, passive margins (Figure 30.2a).
It is expressed as a gradual decline in slope seaward of the continental slope. The continental rise blends into the deep abyssal plains, which are mainly composed of abyssal
hills at an average depth of 2.5 miles (4 km) and covered with sediments. The rise can
vary from 60 to 600 miles (100 to 1,000 km) wide and have a much lower relief than the
slope. Figure 30.4 shows the profile of an Atlantic type margin, including the continental
rise and the abyssal plain, with a vertical exaggeration of 50/1. Huge amounts of sediment make up the continental rise, especially in the form of submarine fans that spread
out from the submarine canyons (see Part XV).
Subsurface Sedimentary Rocks
The sedimentary rocks along the continental margin can be extremely thick (Figure
30.5), over 12 miles (20 km) deep in places. Near and along the continental margin there
are many buried rifts or basins that were caused by extension and subsidence. The extension was caused by stretching the continental crust as the continents rose and the ocean
margins subsided. Examples of sediment-filled rifts are in the subsurface along the East
Coast of the United States east of the Fall Line and along the continental margin. The
Fall Line is the boundary between the gently rolling Piedmont Province east of the Blue
Ridge Mountains and the Coastal Plain Province. The long axes of these buried basins are
usually parallel to the coast indicating the rift basins opened up while the continents were

Figure 30.5. Depth of sedimentary rocks along the continental margin (courtesy of NOAA). The
deepest sediments are in the northern Gulf of Mexico, off the east coast of North America, and in the
Bay of Bengal. There is no data from the Arctic Ocean, but the sedimentary rocks are very thick along
that margin.

rising and the ocean basins sinking. Horsts and grabens generally occur in the continental
crust rocks below the sedimentary fill of the continental margin, especially in rift basins.
Horsts are uplifted blocks, and grabens are downfaulted blocks of the crust.
Disturbed sedimentary rocks fill the bottom of the grabens, but above the disturbed
sediment and seaward the sedimentary rocks become more horizontal, sheet like, and
thicker. Concerning these margin sedimentary rocks, Pitman wrote:
The sedimentary strata consist of seaward-thickening wedges separated, at
least in the shallower sections, by remarkably undisturbed planar horizons.
The deepest strata are often disturbed by basement horsts and grabens, reefal
structures, and diapers.6
Reefal structures are actually rare. Diapers are intrusions of salt, mud, or sand from the
lower sedimentary rocks that were squeezed upward by the weight of the sediments. Salt
layers seem to be common at the bottom of these rifts.
Pitman III, W.C., 1978. Relationship between eustacy and stratigraphic sequences of passive margins. GSA
Bulletin 89:1,393.
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The sedimentary rocks making up the continental margin possess a generally sheetlike geometry, separated by minor unconformities and sedimentary rocks that dip more
steeply seaward (see Figure 7.3). The more steeply dipping strata are believed to have
formed by either sea level changes, changes in sediment supply, or subsidence.7,8 The
shallowest strata on seismic profiles are generally parallel with the surface of the continental shelf, slope, and rise.9 The dip of the sedimentary rocks is steeper where they are
buried deeper.10 Geomorphologist Lester King commented:
We note that all the formations drilled [along the continental margin] dip offshore. The oldest and deepest formations dip at several degrees, the youngest
and upper most dip at less than one degree.11
Nonetheless, the seaward slope of the continental margin sedimentary rocks is still slight,
even deep within the sedimentary wedge.
This profile of the subsurface sedimentary rocks of the continental margin reinforces
the evidence for a broad scale uplift of the adjacent continental area and sinking of the
continental margin.9,12 The hinge line that separates inland uplift from offshore subsidence
is near the coast. King stated:
The formations and unconformities have been tilted seaward (monoclinally) at
intervals during the later Cenozoic. There have been repeated tectonic episodes: always in the same sense—the lands go up and the sea floor down…
(emphasis mine, parentheses his).13
The last phrase is a paraphrased statement of Psalm 104:8. It is most fascinating that
it is made by a uniformitarian geomorphologist. King believed that stepwise tectonic
movements caused the unconformities or breaks in sedimentation, but others think these
unconformities could be caused by other processes, such as a change in the amount of
sedimentation.10 King also believed vertical tectonics took place quite late in geological
time, which would fit in nicely with the differential vertical tectonics late Flood.14
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Margin Basalt Flows
Seismic reflection imaging has revealed there are thick layers of basalt lavas in the
subsurface of some continental margins.15,16 Off the East Coast of the United States, the
lava flows are estimated to be 12 to 16 miles (20 to 25 km) thick!16 The seismic reflections dip oceanward, again supporting the hypothesis the ocean floor sank while the
adjacent continent rose, assuming that the basalt lava flows were laid down in a general
horizontal position or on a gentle slope. It is thought that the East Coast positive magnetic
anomaly, paralleling the coast, emanates from these lava flows.16
Seaward Dipping Faults Common—Even on Pacific Type Margins
Seismic profiles also show numerous faults along the continental margins. Normal,
predominantly seaward-dipping faults, called listric faults, are common, with blocks of
sedimentary rock dropped down and seaward. These faults are pervasive along Atlantic-type margins.15,17,18 However, more recently scientists are finding a greater number
of large normal faults along Pacific-type margins, as well as along island arcs.19,20,21,22,23
Faulting causes a terraced profile along many active margins. Sometimes, the profile
shows an outer ridge with a basin filled with sedimentary rocks inward toward shore.
McNeill et al summarized:
Listric normal faulting is a common feature of passive [Atlantic-type] margins, where fault movement contributes to crustal thinning and margin subsidence. Extension and normal faulting are also a fairly common phenomenon
on convergent [Pacific type] margins throughout the world. … Discovery of
these extensional structures requires a reevaluation of structures previously
interpreted as folds and faults related to plate convergence (emphasis mine).24
So, normal faulting, in which a continental block breaks off and sinks toward the deep
sea, is now commonly seen in the seismic profiles of both the Atlantic-type and Pacific-type of continental margins. They are the result of the continents rising and the ocean
basins sinking.
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