
What does that meander line on my plat 
mean, anyway?  



}The basics have been in the common law 
since Roman times.  

}Water bodies, and their shores, are constantly 
changing in shape, size and location.  

}If the water body, or its edge, is your 
boundary, then your boundary moves as the 
water body does.  



Properties affected by glacio-isostatic rebound, Juneau, AK ς copyright Aerometric Inc. 
 
AK Supreme Court ruled that glacio-isostatic rebound is reliction under the law. 



}Most often understood as sudden change or 
man - made change.  
Ɓ1964 Earthquake uplift and subsidence  

ƁPlacing fill in the bed of the waterbody (or 
excavation of uplands)  

}Boundaries do not change due to avulsion 
and usually become fixed in location.  





ÅMost avulsions are identifiable because the all 
or some of the land between the old line 
location and the new line location is left 
intact, or has not been eroded away.  

ÅThe main exception to that rule is artificial 
excavation of the land between old and new 
lines.  

ÅThis idea can help distinguish between 
avulsion and what the US Supreme Court 
referred to as òrapid erosionó. 



}If a water body has changed in size, shape or 
location, and the water is a boundary , the 
change will fall under one of the two legal 
doctrines of accretion or avulsion.  

}It is a sound principle to assume changes fall 
under accretion unless there is positive 
evidence of avulsion.  



}Under federal and AK law, an artificial change 
in one place does not have an avulsive affect 
on boundaries down stream, if downstream 
changes are made by the flow of the water.  

}Under the same court precedent, an 
exception is that a property owner cannot 
benefit from downstream changes caused by 
their own actions.  



}If a property boundary is depicted by a 
meander line, then the actual boundary is 
almost always the edge of the water body, 
not the computed location of the meander 
line on the ground.  

}The edge of the water body will be the 
Ordinary High Water (OHW)line or the Mean 
High Water (MHW) line.  

 



Plat with meander lines  



}OHW is for inland water bodies that are not 
tidally - influenced and it is a visible mark 
made by the action of the water.  

}MHW is for tidally - influenced water and is an 
invisible line of elevation.  



ÅThe wording of the definition comes from two 
leading federal court cases:  
ïHoward v. Ingersoll, 54 US 381 (1851)  

ïThe Borough of Ford City v. U.S., 345 F .2d. 645 
(1965).  

 

 

ÅDonõt be led astray!  The context of these two 
cases is needed to interpret what the 
different parts mean.  

 





A classic river bank form.  Soils with trees and bushes are uplands.  

Illustrates that OHW line is not an elevation.  Measurement is to the horizontal 
location of the edge of the uplands.  

Dave Schade providing a òshotó on OHW mark 


