Differences in Tide Tables
A common question that we get
asked is why the times of high or
low water shown on our tidal
predictions differ from those
computed by another organisation.
There are numerous reasons for
this and I shall briefly cover these
in this short document.
Different methods of calculation
There are many different ways of
computing the tides into the future
and they will almost certainly lead
to different answers. For example,
harmonic analysis of a tide gauge
record is generally considered the
most accurate method. If,
however, there isn’t a tide gauge
dataset to analyse, sometimes
approximations of the time and
height of high and low water are
based on differences to a nearby
reference port.

difference. However the actual
computed values may well have
been 4.649m and 4.651m
respectively. So the 2mm
difference has been rounded in
opposite directions.
Differences may not be as big as
they seem
At the exact instance of high or low
water the height of the tide is not
changing. For short periods of time
either side of high/low water the
tidal level is changing very slowly.
The values here show how much
the level will change as a
percentage of the tidal range for
periods up to 15 minutes either

side of the quoted high water (HW)
for a typical tide.
1 minute = 0.0036% of tidal range.
3 minutes = 0.0320%
5 minutes = 0.0889%
10 minutes = 0.3554%
15 minutes = 0.7990%
Therefore for a location with a 5
metre tidal range with HW at
midday, the tide will move only 4cm
between 11:45am and 12:15pm.
So tide tables that show 10 or 15
minute differences in the time of
high water could in fact be quite
similar.

Different observation periods
Even using the same techniques
can lead to different results if a
different period of observation data
is used. For example a harmonic
analysis of one year of data from
1980 will not be as accurate as an
analysis of 10 years of more recent
data.
Rounding
Some tide tables are only
published to one decimal place,
others to two decimal places. This
can make a difference between two
tide tables larger than it really is. If
tide table A shows a height of 4.6m
and tide table B shows a height of
4.7m, it looks like a 10cm
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