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Geodetic Survey Study:

Sea Level Differences

By TOM HONIG
Sentinel Staff Writer

Have you ever tried to draw
somebody’s face and when you
get to the chin, the lines miss?

The U.S. Geodetic Survey
knows the feeling. Its figures
indicate that sea level in
Northern California is about a
meter different from sea level
in Los Anfeles. And they can'’t
just crinkle up their computer
readouts and start over again;
things operate more scien-
tifically than that at the
Geodetic Survey.

Several survey parties from
the Geodetic
ment — under direction from
the U.S. Commerce Depart-

ment — have been operating

out of temporary headquarters
in Santa Cruz County during
recent weeks as part of an

~ effort to resolve the discrepan-

cy.
It's a very serious job. Daniel
Frazier, the chief of the party,
said that scientists are becom-
ing concerned about earth
movementg,in the Southern Cal-
ifornia area, and are keeping an
intense watch on movements of
the earth. A bulge seems to be
building in the mountainous re-
{i:.n of Palmdaleﬁ‘mmtt of
Angeles, and, acc g to
Frazier, geologists have pre-
dicted that a serious earth-
quake might be imminent,
To deal with that possibility,
a one meter disc cy in
measurements of the California
coast is not permissible. So
Geodetic Survey officials, from
their offices in Maryland, de-
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urvey depart- -

cided to send survey parties to
California to survey the entire
coastline until the one meter
discrepancy is explained. Cur-
rently, teams are operating be-
tween San Francisco and Los
Angeles; the group whose head-
quarters are here are surveying
lsbetween San Francisco and Big
ur,

Why did they choose Santa
Cruz? (Or, more partlicularly,
Scotts Valley?) Northern Mon-
terey Bay chauvinists will be
disappointed, because there
was one very practical reason:
Santa Cruz is roughly halfway
between San Francisco and Big
Sur.

The surveyors working local-
ly have been here since Novem-
ber, and should be finished with
their work by early February.
Their office is hidden from
view in the Holiday Inn travel
park in Scotts Valley, and
members of the party have
taken private lodging through-
out the Santa Cruz area.

They are quite visible to
Highway 1 motorists. General-
K, the survey team works by

e side of the road, makin
new measurements and check-
ing them with old ones. Those
measurements are based on
fixed points, or landmarks,
which usually consist of
Geodetic Survey metal
markers sunk in cement near
the road. The survey teams
march slowly along the side of
the road, taking measurements
of altitude, and recording' the
results.

Results are actually re-
corded by calculators onto
cassette tapes, which in turn
are hooked up to machines in
the temg:rary office in Scotts
Valley. From there, the data is
sent by telephone wires to the
big computers in Maryland.
The big computers — ideally —
will be able to figure out why
past records are off by a fuil
meter.

So far, the latest meas-
urements match with old ones,
so the discrepancy has yet to be
resolved.

The life of an orange-vested
surveyor is a transient one.
Employees of the Geodetic Sur-
vey — unless they are office-
types located in Maryland —
are on the go throughout the
year. For Frazier, the last 24
years have been spent on the
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road. For years, he took his
family with him, but since his
two sons entered high school,
his family has settled in Virgin-
ia. “Now they're interested in
Sports, and you can’t ‘be on a
team and move around all the
time.” '

In 24 years, there may not be
a section of the country that
Frazier has not seen. “It's a
real thrill to travel during the
first few years, but now I'm
getting tired of it.”

While Frazier’s work is
largely administrative, he is
nevertheless proud of his and
his associates’ abilities as sur-
veyors. ‘‘We think we’re the
best, and would match our ac-
curacy against anyone’s.”

At one time, surveying jobs
for the Geodetic Survey were
property of men, but that has
changed. Anita Whitis, the head
of one of the surveying parties,
is one of the ever-increasing
number of women to work on
the crew. ‘‘She works step-for-
step with any of us,” Frazier
said.

Obviously, the margin for er-

g ror is slight, realizing that a

one-meter error between San
Francisco and Los Angeles is
cause for alarm. On a windy
bluff looking over the ocean,
Whitis stepped back from her
surveying scope and said, “Let
me show you how far off we can
be on any measurement.”

She pointed to a long white
pole, calibrated with a cen-
timeter scale. The black tick-
marks on the scale are about a
millimeter wide, maybe less,
and the width of'that mark is
the largest allowable margin
for error on measurements.

In addition to gaining in-
formation about where old
Geodetic Survey records are
wrong, the survey will be useful
in other ways, Frazier said. All
the data will be published, and
available to surveyors, engi-
neers and anyone who needs
accurate landmarks for their
map work.
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