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KS3 Geography: Physical geography with Liz Bonnin

The geology of the Jurassic Coast

LIZ BONNIN:	 Hi, I’m Liz Bonnin. I’m going to show you a clip that looks at one of the 
most fascinating stretches of our coastline. Running from East Devon to 
Dorset, it’s the Jurassic Coast.

	 With that name clearly we’re talking about a landscape that dates back 
to the time of the dinosaurs, rather than 1993 when the first Jurassic 
Park film came out. Although that is 25 years ago so it is getting on a bit.

	 Anyway, it’s an area that’s fascinating for geologists because rocks from 
three different eras, millions of years, are easily accessible to study. And 
here to explain why is Alice Roberts, with some cake.

ALICE ROBERTS:	 The extraordinary thing about this length of coastline is that it spans 
nearly 200 million years of Earth’s history. That’s three geological time 
periods.

	 And for that reason, in 2001, the United Nations designated the 
Jurassic Coast, a World Heritage Site. Alongside iconic places like, the 
Great Barrier Reef and the Grand Canyon.

	 In fact though, the Jurassic Coast is a confusing name, because along 
its 95 mile length, there are also younger, Cretaceous and older, 
Triassic rocks to be seen.

	 The Cretaceous rocks are at the Eastern end and were formed at the 
time some of the largest dinosaurs roamed the Earth.

	 Further along and further back in time are the fossil-rich Jurassic rocks 
created as the Earth saw an explosion of marine life.

	 And finally, at the far Western end, are the very oldest rocks of this 
heritage coast. 	 The striking red Triassic cliffs were formed up to 250 
million years ago.

	 What’s unique about this area is that these three geological periods, 
which together make up the Mesozoic era, are laid out next to one 
another. 	 But the process that’s created them takes some explaining.

	 [Handed three slices of cake on a plate] Oh, lovely. Thank you. So I’ve got 
three slices of cake here in front of me. This first one is going to be the 
earliest rocks that we find along the coastline. The Triassic rocks that 
were laid down between 200 and 250 million years ago. And they’re red 
sandstone rocks laid down in the middle of a great arid desert.
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ALICE ROBERTS:	 The next layer is Jurassic. Here... We have a story of sea levels rising and 
falling and marine sediments being deposited. Limestone clays that sort 
of thing, lots and lots of fossils in this segment. And this is between 200 
to 140 million years ago.

	 Finally, we have the most recent rocks that we see along this coastline, 
the Cretaceous rocks. And these are laid down in swampy environments. 
And those represent between 140 and 65 million years ago.

	 If that was the end of the story we’d be standing up here and we wouldn’t 
be able to see the Jurassic or the Triassic rocks underneath. So... In fact, 
what happened during the Cretaceous period, was that the whole thing 
sank down in the East. So that we end up with, in fact, all of these layers 
pointing up to the west end and then it is eroded.

	 So if I represent that erosion by actually cutting through the cake at an 
angle like that. And then what we’ve got is the land surface of today, and 
we start in the east here at Old Harry Rocks. And we walk through cliffs 
that are Cretaceous.

	  And then suddenly we find ourselves walking along Jurassic cliffs.

	 And finally, into the oldest rocks, the Triassic rocks until we get all the 
way to Exmouth at the end of this prehistoric walk along the coast.

	 [Eating the cake] And it is quite delicious.

LIZ BONNIN:	 Got that everyone? Cretaceous rocks between 66 and 145 million years 
old. Jurassic rocks between 145 and 200 million years old. And Triassic, 
as old as 250 million years. And all of them delicious.


