
Historical maps as a source for communication 

De Hauwere Nathalie, Hans Pirlet, Annelies Goffin, Pieter Maes and Francisco Hernandez 

Flanders Marine Institute (VLIZ), InnovOcean site, Wandelaarkaai 7, B-8400 Oostende, Belgium 
E-mail: nathalie.dehauwere@vliz.be  

 
Ever wondered what the coast looked like in the 16th century? How estuaries and coastlines evolved 
over time? Often policy makers and scientist ask themselves how the North Sea looked like without 
human influence. The story of shifting baselines is more and more taken on by scientists, especially 
in the field of fisheries, biology and ecology but also in geomorphological and sedimentological 
studies (e.g. QUEST 4D project and Arch-Manche project). 
 
Historical maps of the coastal zone provide a unique historical view on the coastline of the North 
Sea and may be used to assess the magnitude of the human impact. However, there is often doubt 
about the accuracy and in most cases the relevant maps are not digitally available. 
 
In this context, the project HisGISKust was set up to digitize and georeference maps from the 16th, 
17th and 18th century with specific information about the Belgian coastal zone and the Scheldt 
Estuary. This project was initiated in collaboration with the Cultuurbibliotheek (Brugge) and was 
funded by the Province of West-Flanders. 
 
Beside the georeferencing, certain features such as coastlines were vectorised as shapefiles. In 
addition, statistics about the geometric accuracy, e.g. the rotation and standard deviation, were 
calculated using MapAnalyst (Jenny and Hurni 2011). This information allows the end-users to 
assess the accuracy of the map.  
 
The distortion grids and statistical parameters (e.g. rotation, standard deviation, mean positional 
error, etc.) that are produced with this program allow the end users to assess the possibilities for 
further analysis and avoid over-interpretation.  
 
In line with the Open Access movement, all these products are disclosed to other end users, along 
with a number of derived information products (biography of cartographers, time-lapse movies of 
the evolution of the coast line, etc.). In the future, more historical maps of the coastal zone will be 
added to this collection and old aerial photos will be included as well. 
 
Historical maps are a treasure in communication. The impressiveness of the maps captures the 
imagination of everyone. But also the wealth of information on those maps is important for 
everyone. 
 
Guides, teachers, scientists, interested parties will all find their liking in this project. Currently we 
also make academic material for students, and a methodology how anyone can get started with the 
information and the maps. 
 
Since all the information is available on the website, everyone is free to use it, within the restrictions 
provided in the disclaimer. 
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