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Coastlines





  Florida’s coastline is washed by the Atlantic Ocean on the east and the Gulf of Mexico on the west. At its southern tip, between the mainland and the curving string of islands called the Florida Keys, Florida Bay connects these two large seas.




  The entire coastline is wrinkled with bays and inlets, lagoons and barrier islands. It is more than 1,800 kilometers (1,100 miles) long—the longest coastline of any state except Alaska.




  The edge between land and sea—where fresh waters from springs, swamps, lakes, and rivers reach the salt waters of the oceans—provides many different places, or habitats, for special plants and animals to live. Many of them are unable to live anywhere else. Come explore the beaches, the mangrove forests, and the estuaries, salt marshes, and lagoons of Florida’s long coastline.
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Florida’s Many Shorelines




  Millions of years ago, Florida was hardly here at all. A few small islands of the central ridge of what would one day be Florida stuck up out of the ocean. Florida’s shoreline was small, because the ocean was bigger. The earth’s weather was warm—warm almost to the Arctic Circle—and only a small amount of water was frozen in ice at the North and South Poles.




  Then earth’s weather became colder. Glaciers and icebergs formed in what is now Canada and the northern United States. The great oceans of the world shrank as their waters became bound up in ice. The water’s edge receded around Florida’s peninsula, and its shoreline was miles out into what is now the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean.




  The Ice Ages came and went four times. Florida grew and shrank four times. The last Ice Age ended about ten thousand years ago. Since then, Florida’s shoreline has been about like it is now. We know all this happened because scientists found a whale skeleton far inland and have found artifacts left by humans that are now under water far out in the Gulf of Mexico.




  
The Cooling of Florida




  The huge bodies of water that surround Florida help to keep the state mild and moist. The Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico are so huge and deep that the water temperature stays more constant than the land. As the land heats up during the day, the hot air rises, pulling in the cooler air from over the water to replace it. At night, as the land cools below the temperature of the ocean, the breeze blows from the shore toward the water where the warmer air is rising. These pleasant breezes help keep Florida’s temperatures—especially south Florida—agreeable year-round.




  Clouds gather over ocean and gulf waters, blow across the land, and drop rain often. Especially in the hot summers, thunderheads billow high in the sky, sometimes causing heavy downpours and tornadoes, and making Florida the lightning capital of the United States. Hurricanes begin over the ocean during hot weather and hit Florida’s coast more often than any other place in the world.
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