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Abstract: Climate change and tectonic uplift are the dominant forcing mechanisms responsible for
the formation of long and narrow terraced landforms in a variety of geomorphic settings; and marine
terraces are largely used to reconstruct the Quaternary glacial and interglacial climates. Along the
Mediterranean coast, a considerable number of popular scientific articles have acknowledged a
range of marine terraces in the form of low-relief surfaces resulting from the combined effects of
tectonic uplift and eustatic sea-level fluctuations, as relevant geomorphological indicators of past
sea-level high-stands. With the exception of a few recent studies on the significance of submarine
depositional terraces (SDT), submerged terraced landforms have been less investigated. By integrat-
ing different marine and terrestrial datasets, our work brings together and re-examines numerous
terraced landforms that typify the Cilento Promontory and its offshore region. In this area, studies
since the 1960s have allowed the recognition of well-defined Middle to Upper Pleistocene marine
terraces on land, while only a few studies have investigated the occurrences of late Pleistocene SDT.
Furthermore, to date, no studies have consistently integrated findings. For our work, we correlated
major evidence of emerged and submarine terraced landforms in order to support an improved
understanding of the tectono-geomorphological evolution of the Cilento Promontory and to further
clarify the geomorphological significance of submerged terraces.

Keywords: marine terraces; submarine geomorphology; coastal geomorphology; sea level oscillation;
Tyrrhenian margin

1. Introduction

A terraced landform is any relatively flat horizontal or gently inclined surface bounded
by a steeper ascending slope on one side and a steeper descending slope on the opposite
side [1,2]. Terraces can be formed in many ways and in different geologic and environ-
mental settings. In geomorphology, tectonic uplift and climate change are the dominant
forcing mechanisms responsible for the formation of long and narrow terraced landforms.
Resulting terraces can, therefore, be used for studying variations in tectonic, climate, and
erosion, and for investigating how processes have interacted in the past and how they
currently interact. The recognition of late Pleistocene uplifted coral platforms as indicators
of past sea levels (i.e., reef terraces) was, for example, a significant finding in sea-level
research [3]. Terrestrial, fluvial-glacial counterpart [4], coral reef terraces [3], and marine
terraces [5,6] have been (and still are) largely used for reconstructing Quaternary glacial and
interglacial climates. Where tectonic uplift considerably impacts coastal regions, sub-aerial
marine terraces clearly document high-stands of sea level during interglacial stages [6],
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alternating with low levels during glacial stages. In temperate regions, Pirazzoli [7] noted
“marine-cut” terraces (or shore platforms) resulting from marine erosion and “marine-
built” terraces formed by shallow-water and slightly emerged accumulations of materials
removed by shore erosion. Along the Mediterranean coast, a range of sub-aerial marine
terraces have been acknowledged to be relevant geomorphological indicators of past sea-
level highstands (see [8] among other references). The study of Pirazzoli [7] has even
allowed the definition of still popular marine stratotypes, outlining the first Quaternary
chronostratigraphy (i.e., Calabrian, Emilian, Sicilian, Milazzian and Tyrrhenian for the
Pleistocene, and Versilian for the Holocene). Although their work has been revised and
refined, the chronostratigraphy is still used in gray literature and open discussions. The
geomorphological significance of submerged terraced landforms [9–14], as evidence of
Quaternary sea-level variations, has been less investigated and has only recently gained
attention [15], thanks to advances in seafloor mapping techniques [16] and the resulting
recognition of Submarine Depositional Terraces (SDT) (defined as sedimentary bodies with
a clinostratified internal structure and a prograding growth towards the sea [17–21]). Minor
studies have investigated the possible erosive nature of submerged terraced landforms
formed on bedrock outcropping on the shelf and their relationship to sea-level oscillations,
among them Bilbao-Lasa et al. [22]. Additionally, by taking into account both emerged
and submerged terraces, a few investigations have integrated their findings to support
an improved understanding of the tectono-geomorphological evolution of coastal areas
and the physiography of the margin [15,23], as we have undertaken in our work for the
Cilento Promontory.

In this region, systematic studies since the 1960s [24–34] have determined well-defined
Middle to Upper Pleistocene marine terraces on land. The submarine sector was the
subject of minor research during the 1990s. Among such studies, Trincardi and Field [35]
investigated the origin and forming mechanisms of remnants of late Pleistocene prograded
coastal deposits, locally preserved on the middle and outer portions of the shelf.

2. The Cilento Promontory and Its Offshore: Geological Setting and
Stratigraphic Framework

The coastal area of the Cilento region (Southern Italy) (Figure 1), included between
Agropoli and Pioppi, represents the western end of one of the most important peri-
Tyrrhenian, morpho-structures belonging to the Campano-Lucano arch of the southern
Apennine orogenic thrust system. Compressive tectonogenesis and structuring, initiated in
the lower Miocene, appear to have ended in the Lower Pleistocene [29,36–40], through dis-
placement of the Mesozoic-Tertiary bedrock of the Cilento coast during major Quaternary
(Lower to Middle Pleistocene) tectonic activity [41–43]. The complex lithogenic history of
the Cilento region has thus been shaped by numerous tectono-sedimentary events and
orogenic shifts [44] that today allow us to distinguish different lithostratigraphic units
outcropping along the coastline (Figure 1). Both siliciclastic and calcareous units outcrop on
the Cilento Promontory. Siliciclastic units are primarily represented by the Cilento Flysch
Unit [45,46] or Cilento Flysch Group “Auct” [41,42] that dominates in the north-western
sector, and secondarily by the Ligurian and Northern Calabrese Auct tectonic units. Such
units are often indicated as the “Internidi” [42,43] (Figure 1), the highest structural tectonic
unit (thickness 1300 m) that emerges for a few hundred meters in the central-southern
portion of the promontory. Calcareous bedrock outcrops on the south-eastern sector of
the Cilento region within the Monte Bulgheria Unit [47]. The general structural setting is
dominated by low-angle overthrust surfaces that are clipped and folded by subvertical
transcurrent and extensional surfaces with a variable orientation from NW–SE to E–W.
The Internidi have been described as tectonic overlap on calcareous units. However, such
overlap is sometimes reworked and masked by recent tectonics that are responsible for
major displacements that caused carbonate uplift and relief inversion. Indeed, all along the
Cilento Promontory the highest peaks are formed by carbonate units, while the most erodi-
ble siliciclastic units are found in places only preserved along valleys and on morphological
and structural lows [48].
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net-bathymetry.eu/, accessed on15 February 2021). 
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an uncertain shelf break, from 180 to more than 200 m in depth. To the south, continental 
shelf width is reduced to less than 10 km, and in offshore Acciaroli the shelf break is 
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Figure 1. The study area. The on-land portion of the Cilento Promontory is represented by a schematic
geological map of the Cilento region (The map was adapted from a geological map containing
thematic elements and underwater landscapes at a 1:110,000 scale) overlaid on a Digital Elevation
Model (DEM) adapted from Campania Region Technical Cartography at a 1:5000 scale. Isobaths and
offshore shaded relief were obtained from the EMODNET portal (https://www.emodnet-bathymetry.
eu/, accessed on15 February 2021).

Quaternary deposits formed by marine, transitional, or alluvial sediments, where
preserved, are found in angular unconformity on the described bedrock. Outcrops of
coastal marine sediments (biocalcarenites, fossiliferous beaches and aeolian sands), often
associated with typical forms of marine abrasion and bioerosion (shore platforms, fossil
eroded notches, “Lithophaga” holes, etc.), are found in very small and discontinuous
terraced strips (at various heights between 2 m and 300 m above sea level (a.s.l.)) along
the entire Cilento coastal zone. Such deposits, sometimes alternating with “colluvial”,
pyroclastics, and paleosoils, have been the subject of careful and systematic studies since
the 1960s [24–34], allowing chronological attribution to the Middle and Upper Pleistocene.

Offshore, the shelf of the eastern Tyrrhenian Margin lies between the uplifting Apen-
nine chain on land and the Tyrrhenian offshore basin that has been subsiding at a rate
of 1 mm/yr since the end of the Lower Pleistocene [49]. Due to the multifaceted tectonic
history determined by the opening of the Tyrrhenian Sea, that is also associated with limited
Plio-Quaternary sedimentation at places interrupted on the shelf by bedrock outcrops [48],
the seabed topography is extremely complex. Seismic data has revealed a deformed acoustic
basement, displaced by quaternary faults with very sharp and steep scarps similar to the ones
detected on land. The continental shelf is wider in the northern portion, extending for almost
30 km to the north of Punta Licosa [50], and delimited seaward by an uncertain shelf break,
from 180 to more than 200 m in depth. To the south, continental shelf width is reduced to
less than 10 km, and in offshore Acciaroli the shelf break is sharper and is located at a water
depth (w.d.) of roughly 130 m. In the southern sector (Figure 1), the shelf further narrows
to 6 km and a transition between the shelf and the slope is evident, but located at variable
depth, gradually decreasing from 140 m off Punta del Telegrafo to 130 m in .w.d. offshore
of the south-eastern corner of the promontory, where the upper continental slope is much
steeper and likely coincident with a tectonic escarpment [51–53]. Different sub-horizontal
surfaces bounded by fairly continuous and slightly sinuous escarpments have also been

https://www.emodnet-bathymetry.eu/
https://www.emodnet-bathymetry.eu/
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determined on the shelf. They have been interpreted as submarine terraces [48,54,55] that
formed by local and prolonged low sea level stationing, occurring between the regression of
the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM) and subsequent rapid post-glacial sea-level rise (i.e., the
Flandrian Transgression). Only a few of the submarine terraced landforms located near sea
level (8 m to 12 m below sea level (b.s.l.)) are ascribed to Marine oxygen Isotopic Stage (MIS)
5 [32,56,57], corresponding to the Last Interglacial period.

The continental slope is marked by depressions and topographic highs of variable
dimension, down to a depth of 1600 m. Numerous escarpments document the existence
of simple to complex landslide scars, testifying to the dominant role of mass-wasting
phenomena in shaping the continental margin. A complex tectonic framework of bedrock
is also still visible along the slope, where it has created local, intra-slope reliefs and marked
tectonic lineaments [53–55].

3. Data and Methods

Our study was driven by the collection of major evidences of terraced landforms, both
on land and in offshore areas of the Cilento Promontory coastal zone, recovered from sci-
entific literature and detected on available Digital Elevation Models (DEM—i.e., Emodnet
database—https://portal.emodnet-bathymetry.eu/ (accessed on 20 February 2021)—grid
cell size 50 × 50 m and Magic project: http://dati.protezionecivile.it/geoportalDPC/rest/
document#MagicFoglio10/ (accessed on 20 February 2021)—grid cell size 50 × 50 m) for the
offshore sector. Submarine terraced landforms were also manually and automatically detected
by applying a geomorphometric analysis performed using Spatial Analysis Tool available in
ArcGis®. All terraced landforms were then collected in a proper database by including infor-
mation regarding dating, altitude or depth, and references (Tables 1 and 2). Landform spatial
and temporal distributions were analysed in order to detect the role of associated bedrock and
the structural framework in controlling distributions and geomorphological differentiation.

Terraces were grouped according to lithostratigraphic units of the corresponding
bedrock (i.e., siliciclastic or calcareous), namely, from North to South: (1) Cilento Flysch
and “Internidi” Units; and (2) the Carbonate Unit of Mount Bulgheria, with outcroppings
regions located in the area surrounding Palinuro (Palinuro Cape, Mingardo river mouth
and Camerota) on the southern coast of the Cilento Promontory (Figure 1).

Study of the offshore region was also supported by the availability of high resolution
seismic data collected using a GeoAcoustic GEOCHIRPII (GeoAcoustic Limited, Shuttle-
worth Close, Doncaster, UK) Subbottom Profiler System (SBP) in 2003, between 10 and
130 m in w.d., as well as by results obtained from a sedimentological analysis performed on
16 gravity cores and 32 grab samples, as described in [58]. An interpretation of depositional
and erosional processes, as detected from a seismo-stratigraphic analysis, was performed
using the concepts of sequence stratigraphy [59,60].

3.1. On Land Terraced Landforms

To understand traces of described ancient marine deposits and sea-level markers,
background knowledge of the study area was obtained from an extensive literature re-
view [24,26,28,30–34,61–69], and a field survey. Table 1 provides on-land terraced land-
forms according to their altitude and dating (as ascribed in the scientific literature).

3.2. Offshore Terraced Landforms

Background knowledge for the submarine sector of the study area was obtained
by collecting public bathymetry (EMODnet portal) and high-resolution seismic data, as
described in Savini et al. [58], along with analogous remote data and evidence of direct
observations as reported in the scientific literature [32,48,50,54–57]. To detect flat surfaces,
basic geomorphometric analysis were performed in ArcGIS®. All areas with a slope
value ≤ 1 and confined by a marked break of slope (according to [1]) were segmented and
converted in polygons (Figure 2B).

https://portal.emodnet-bathymetry.eu/
http://dati.protezionecivile.it/geoportalDPC/rest/document#MagicFoglio10/
http://dati.protezionecivile.it/geoportalDPC/rest/document#MagicFoglio10/
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Table 1. List, reported dating in the scientific literature, altitude, and referenced literature for on-land terraced landforms.

Geological Unit Dating Altitude (m) Notes and References

Si
li

ci
cl

as
ti

c
be

dr
oc

k

Cilento Flysch
Unit

Lower Pleistocene ? No clear evidences
[64]

Middle Pleistocene (MIS 9) 60 [30]

Middle Pleistocene (MIS 7) 25 [30,67]

Upper Pleistocene (MIS 5e) 6.5–10 [28,30,67]

Upper Pleistocene (MIS 5c) 4–5 [30,66,67]

Upper Pleistocene (MIS 5a) 1.5? [30,66,67]

Cilento Group and
Internidi Units Upper Pleistocene (MIS 5e) 6 Beach-ridge deposits

[24,28,65]

M
t.

B
ul

gh
er

ia
C

ar
bo

na
ti

c
U

ni
t

Palinuro Cape

Lower Pleistocene 350 [29,32,64]

Middle Pleistocene 170–180 [32]

Middle Pleistocene 130–140 [32]

Middle Pleistocene 75–65 [32]

Middle Pleistocene 50 [32]

Upper Pleistocene 8–7 [32]

Upper Pleistocene 3–2 [32]

Mingardo river
Middle Pleistocene Many orders

75–15 [34]

Upper Pleistocene 12–10 [34]

Upper Pleistocene 4–3 [34]

Camerota

Lower Pleistocene 0–350 [29,30,32,64]

Middle Pleistocene 50–200 [68]

Upper Pleistocene 15 [32,34]

Upper Pleistocene 12–10 [32,34,69]

Upper Pleistocene (MIS 5)

8.5–8
7.5–5
4.5–4
3.5–3

[31,32,34]

?: Uncertain value or not confirmed by consistent data.

Table 2. List, reported dating in the scientific literature, depth, and referenced literature for offshore ter-
raced landforms. The table takes into account terraces cited in the scientific literature. The correspondence
with terraces detected by geomorphometric analysis is reported in the last column on the right.

Geological Unit Dating Depth (m) Notes and
References

Correspondence on
Slope Value

Si
li

ci
cl

as
ti

c
be

dr
oc

k

O
ff

sh
or

e
C

ile
nt

o
Fl

ys
ch

U
ni

t Upper Pleistocene −8 [55] Not evident

Upper Pleistocene −10/14 [55] Not evident

Upper Pleistocene −17/27 [55] Yes (−21/26)

Upper Pleistocene −43/50 [55] Yes (−47/52)

Upper Pleistocene −86 [48] Yes (−86)

Upper Pleistocene −107 [48] Yes (−108)

Upper Pleistocene (MIS 2) −120 [50] Not evident

Upper Pleistocene (MIS 2) −160 [50] Not verified
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Table 2. Cont.

Geological Unit Dating Depth (m) Notes and
References

Correspondence on
Slope Value

Si
li

ci
cl

as
ti

c
be

dr
oc

k

In
te

rn
id

iU
ni

t

Flandrian
transgression −46/51 [58] Yes (−47/52)

M
t.

Bu
lg

he
ri

a
C

ar
bo

na
ti

c
U

ni
t

Pa
lin

ur
o

C
ap

e

Upper Pleistocene −7/8 Notches
[32] Not evident

Upper Pleistocene −12/14 Wave-cut platform
[32] Yes (−12/21)

Upper Pleistocene
(MIS 3) −18/24 Wave-cut platform

[32] Not evident

Flandrian
transgression −44/46 Notches

[32] Not evident
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Figure 2. (A): A map of major terraced landforms detected on land and offshore in the Cilento
Promontory, as reported in Tables 1 and 2, with the exception of the submarine depositional terraces
(SDT) reported in [48,50]. (B): A slope map with red polygons indicating flat areas (slope ≤ 1)
delimited by marked ascending and descending breaks in slope.
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4. Results
4.1. Terraced Landforms: Temporal and Spatial Distribution

The presence of terraced landforms in the Cilento coastal area marked the emerged
and submerged sectors (Tables 1 and 2). Scientific literature has documented at least seven
orders of Pleistocene terraced surfaces on land (Table 1 and Figure 2), spanning from the
Lower to Upper Pleistocene [32].

Offshore terraced landforms (Figure 2) were, instead, first detected using geomor-
phometric techniques (Figure 2B), then correlated with evidence in the scientific litera-
ture [32,48,50,54–58], and then grouped according to depth range of occurrence (Figure 2A).
For terraced surfaces deeper than 50 m, we also refer to [50] and [48]. As discussed below,
the distribution of both on-shore and off-shore terraced landforms was then resumed
according to geological unit.

4.1.1. Northern Cilento Group

On-land five terraced surfaces have been identified (Table 1 and Figure 2). Two were
from the Middle Pleistocene (MIS 7 and 9) with clear evidence of uplift, apparently sealed
by Upper Pleistocene deposits. The remaining three were from the Upper Pleistocene (MIS
5a, MIS 5c and MIS 5e), with no significant contribution from tectonics.

The submerged sector is typified by prolongation towards the sea of the “Punta Licosa”
Promontory (Figures 1 and 2) that (1) provides an EW aligned spur formed by an outcrop
of the acoustic basement that rests over more than 16 km2, between 25 and 80 m of w.d.;
(2) likely originated from the Cilento Group synorogenic unit (or “Flysch del Cilento”) and;
(3) was bounded by direct faults. The spur rises from the surrounding seafloor through
several sharp escarpments bounded by flat terraced surfaces (Figures 2 and 3).

According to the scientific literature, terraces are positioned at −8 m, −10/14 m,
−17/27 m, and −43/50 m and reportedly range from MIS 5a or 5c up to MIS 3 [50,55,57,66].
A performed geomorphometric analysis distinctly outlined the marked stepped profile of
the Licosa spur and several submarine terraces (slope ≤ 1), with a prevalence at −21/26 m,
−47/52 m, and −76/86 m, having consistent lateral continuity (especially toward the
south and for depth intervals of −21/26 m and −47/52 m) (Figures 3A and 4), were
located. Small scale landforms resembling tension fractures at the crowning areas of
modest landslides are frequent on the southern slope of the spur [55], an isolated group of
terraced surfaces downward of small landslide scars was identified at −28/30 m (Figure 4).
Ferraro et al. [48] detected additional terraced landforms at 86 m and even deeper at 107 m
of w.d., both of an erosional origin, and indicated that the terraces formed at the outcrop
of the acoustic basement. Further offshore, biogenic coarse sandy depositional bodies,
bounded at their top by a ravinement surface, were described at 120 m and 160 m in w.d.
Such bodies are developed over more than 20 km along-slope [48]. A small fragment of
“Arctica islandica” (Linneo, 1767) was also recovered from a core sample ([48]; Pennetta
pers. com.) allowing attribution of their formation to the last low-stand period (i.e., MIS
2). Trincardi and Field [50] also reported the occurrence of depositional bodies in the form
of shelf-margin deposits, truncated at their tops by an outer-shelf ravinement surface at
−150/160 m. The shelf-margin is reported to occur at −200 m in w.d. (Figures 1 and 2) (i.e.,
deeper than the sea level low-stand reported for the Last Glacial Maximum (namely 120 m
in w.d.). Marani et al. [70] indicated that these sandy bodies appear to have formed in a
shallow (<30 m deep) marine setting. This evidence, together with the detection of an outer
limit for the ravinement surface generated by the post-Würmian Transgression at a deeper
depth than the one reported for the eustatic minimum (i.e., 120 m), suggests that the outer
continental shelf has been subject to important (tectonic) subsidence phenomena over the
Holocene. Considering Mediterranean wave-base level in the order of 10/15 m [71], we
speculate that the subsidence rate reported for the Tyrrhenian sea by Kastens et al. [49] (i.e.,
1 mm/yr.) allowed a merger of the geodynamics of the outer portion of the continental
shelf with the structural system that currently controls evolution of the Tyrrhenian basin.
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Cilento group (A); Cilento Group and Internidi Units (B); and Southern Bulgheria Mount (C). The
gray ellipses show the depth ranges that, on the map, are clearly delimited by sharp breaks in slope.

4.1.2. Cilento Group and Internidi Units

The central continental coastal area of Cilento, between Acciaroli and Palinuro, is
essentially composed by deformed units of Mesozoic-Tertiary Bedrock (members of the
Cilento Group and Internidi Units) covered in angular discordance by Quaternary alluvial
and coastal deposits. In places, coastal deposits represent the filling of localized morpho-
tectonic depressions of actual alluvial (i.e., the plain of the Alento River) and coastal (i.e.,
plain of Casalvelino-Ascea—Figure 1) plains consisting of fluvial sediments, dune and
beach-ridge deposits sometimes covered by continental colluviums, and slope debris.
Marine beach-ridge deposits, emerging up to six m a.s.l. along the coast at Ogliastro [28]
and Acciaroli [24], have been attributed to the Upper Pleistocene (Table 1 and Figure 2). In
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this sector, no deposits or forms have been found that can be attributed, with certainty, to
the Lower or Middle Pleistocene (Figure 2).
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Offshore, the morpho-structural depression, marked on land by the coastal and alluvial
plain of Casal Velino-Ascea (Figure 1), is filled by sandy-silty deposits [58] over almost all
of the central and southern continental shelf, in continuity with terrestrial physiography
(Figure 2). The depression is confined to the north by the outcrop of the acoustic basement,
that forms a southward-elongated ridge offshore Acciaroli, interrupted at the shelf break
(Figures 1 and 2). The coupling of bathymetric and high-resolution seismic data clearly
indicates marked terraced landforms along the ridge. Terraced landforms are particularly
evident at a depth interval between 47 and 52 m (Figure 3B), in the form of an erosional
surface (wave-cut platforms [58]) sculpted within the acoustic basement (i.e., bedrock,
Figure 5A). As shown by the marine DEM and the associated slope value (Figure 2B), the
terraced landforms are still in continuity with those detected northward at Punta Licosa,
especially for the depth range 47/52 m. A north-south elongated depositional body (with
a lenticular section formed by poorly defined sloping depositional units that resemble
shoreface clinoforms [58]) rest at 55 m in w.d. in overlap above the southeastern edge of the
acoustic basement that outcrops to the south of Acciaroli (Figure 5). According to sediment
composition reported in [58,72], the depositional body likely formed in a shallow (<10 m
deep) marine setting. Since an older origin would have resulted in aerial exposure due
to sea level drop during the LGM, the absence of an obvious erosional surface at the top
of the deposit and partial burial towards the sea due to the high-stand drape (Figure 5B),
warrants ascription to the transgression that followed MIS 2.

4.1.3. Southern Bulgheria Mount

On land, the best-preserved Quaternary landforms and deposits of the Cilento Promon-
tory are found in Palinuro Cape (the Monte Bulgheria Carbonatic Unit), an area intensively
studied and well described within the scientific literature [32]. The oldest evidence of
flat eroded surfaces within the region are dated to the Upper and Lower Pliocene. Land-

http://dati.protezionecivile.it/geoportalDPC/rest/document#MagicFoglio10


Water 2021, 13, 566 10 of 17

forms are found at altitudes between 1200 and 400 m a.s.l. and have been associated with
sub-aerial surfaces of fluvial-karst erosion, although some authors do not exclude marine
abrasion as a potential origin [69].
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The oldest Pleistocene terrace outcrops around 300 m a.s.l. and corresponds to the
Lower Pleistocene [64].

Overall, the area records several order of terraces positioned at variable altitudes
that are not easily correlated to the Middle Pleistocene. Four order of terraces, at an
altitude range between 20 m and 200 m a.s.l., have been ascribed to the Middle Pleistocene.
Additionally, five orders of Middle Pleistocene marine abrasion terraces were carved along
the coastal slopes at altitudes of 180/170 m, 140/130 m, 100 m, 75/65 m, and 50 m, for
which important tectonization cannot be excluded.

Upper Pleistocene terraced surfaces outcrop continuously along the cost and they are
located between 1.5 m and 10 m a.s.l. (Table 1). Two marine terraces located along a sea-cliff
that marks the coastal area at 8/7 m and 3/2 m a.s.l., and beach-ridge deposits containing
fragments of Thetystrombus latus Gmelin 1791 (=Strombus bubonius) are found at 3/2 m
a.s.l. The location of these Upper Pleistocene landforms suggested a small (few meters)
tectonic lowering of the area. In general, since good lateral continuity is preserved and
since the terraces are quite well correlated, terraces created by Upper Pleistocene sea-level
oscillations seem to document a relatively stable tectonic period [73].

As for the submarine portion between Palinuro Cape and Bulgheria Mount, four
orders of submarine terraces, located at 7/8 m, 12/14 m, 18/24 m, and 44/46 m in w.d.,
have been extensively described within the scientific literature [32]. Since they show
evidence of subaerial erosion associated with a regressive period, the first two terraces
were ascribed to the Last Interglacial (MIS5), or to an earlier period. Evidence of former
sea-level positions at 7/8 m in w.d. have been attributed to MIS5a with good confidence.

Terraces detected in the form of wave-cut platforms at 18/24 m in w.d. were, instead,
ascribed to the last phase of MIS3, which seems to be characterized by long stationing that
occurred during the post-Last Interglacial regression [56]. According to Antonioli et al. [32],
good conservation of the deposit and the absence of subaerial erosion for terraces located
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at 44/46 m in w.d. leads attribution to a lower standing period that occurred during the
last, post glacial transgression (i.e., the Flandrian Transgression). Sparce terraces found at
deeper depth were, in contrast, formed by depositional bodies and are ascribed to the last
glacial low-stand period (MIS2). The geomorphometric analysis performed on the DEM
detected quite large terraces at three main depth range: 55/63 m, 70/77 m, and 105/107 m.
Seismic data well confirmed the erosional origin of mapped terraces located at 50/55 m in
w.d. (Figure 6). Due to DEM resolution, which cannot resolve submarine terraces of small
dimensions, many shallower terraces were likely difficult to detect.
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5. Discussion

Abundant evidence of former Quaternary sea-level stationing, in the form of terraced
landforms, occurs on the Cilento Promontory from north to south and on its offshore
counterpart. One of the first observations obtained by grouping various terraces according
to their lithological unit was consequent variation in the degree of conservation of erosive
forms created by former sea level positions (i.e., marine terraces of dominant erosional
origin). Such forms were, indeed, better preserved when associated with carbonate rocks
of the Mount Bulgheria Unit. Bedrock of terrigenous origin (Cilento Flysch and Internidi
Units) hinders the conservation of Quaternary erosive landforms [26,74], that were smaller
and poorly represented. On the Mount Bulgheria Unit, a more widespread and continuous
conservation of the Quaternary deposits was evident, allowing plentiful geological and
geomorphological information to be obtained for reconstructing the age and alternation of
former sea-level positions [25,28,29,31,32,34,61,62].

From analyzed data, it appears that older terraces can be detected up to 300 m a.s.l.
Several Lower and Middle Pleistocene terraces have been cataloged. However, the complex
tectonic history of the region makes it difficult to perform accurate correlations, although
focused dating could improve our understanding of the post-orogenic tectonic differen-
tiation that typified the variuos uplifting rates of the Cilento Units. Additionally, some
sector of the promontory were tectonically displaced upwards by approximately 400 m
during the late Lower and the Middle Pleistocene. The Upper Pleistocene experienced
reactivations, but on a smaller scale and were differentiated from north to south.
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A different Upper Pleistocene geodynamic behavior seems to characterize the offshore
region where tectonic movements or relative stability, documented by the position of dated
marine terraces on-land, are well correlated with the submarine sector for areas shallower
than 120/130 m in w.d. In the offshore sector, the shallower orders of terraced landforms,
likely generated as wave-cut shore-platforms, did not record relevant tectonic/vertical
movements during the Upper Pleistocene. Since their position seems to be well correlated
with former sea-level positions, as reported in the global mean sea-level curves (Figure 5),
the result is in good agreement with documented research on land [75,76]. Seismic data
additionally indicates that during the last period of sea level rise, a transgressive erosional
surface (i.e., ravinement surface) formed in the area [50] and that its relationship to deposi-
tional bodies detected on the shelf critically improved constraints for ascribing the relative
position of sea-level to detected submerged terraces. We gave considerable importance to
the curve of isotopic stratigraphy in [77], and to other evidences reported for Holocene
relative sea-level curves [78,79], where a short stasis is reported for the rapid Flandrian
Transgression between 45 and 40 m in w.d.. This depth range is close to some of the mapped
offshore terraces in the form of a wave-cut shore platform (Table 2, Figures 2 and 3) and
displays strong lateral continuity all along the offshore sector of the Cilento Promontory
(Figures 2B and 4). In contrast, as speculated on the basis of relative sea-level fluctuations
documented by low-stand depositional bodies that formed SDT at 160 m in w.d. [50], the
outer shelf appears to have experienced an important tectonic subsidence.

Using all collected evidence, we observed that submarine terraced landforms offshore
of the Cilento Promontory can be distinguished as erosional and depositional, respectively
representing paleo wave-cut shore platforms (see [80] for a comprehensive definition and
differentiation from marine terraces) and SDTs (as described in [9] and references therein).
In our study area, terraced landform distinction is marked by the depths at which they
occur (Figure 5). On the outer zone of the continental shelf, and especially in areas deeper
than 120 m in w.d., SDTs have been described by Ferraro et al. [48] and have been inter-
preted by Trincardi and Field [50] as shelf-margin deposits, with a different configuration
according to physiographic shelf-break depth during the last sea-level low-stand (i.e.,
MIS2). Shelf margin deposits particularly occur offshore of the Cilento Promontory where
the physiographic shelf-break is deeper than the position of the low-stand shoreline of
the Last Glacial Maximum (MIS2). Trincardi and Field [50] highlighted the absence of
such deposits, where the shelf-break was close to the shoreline during MIS2. The different
configuration of SDTs, located on the outer shelf (as described in [50]) and the concurrent
deepening and widening of the physiographic shelf break toward the north, warrants a
distinction between the two main morpho-structural elements forming the shelf, as follows:

- A shelf sensu stricto, extendeding from the coastline down to 130 m in w.d., where
there is an almost continuous break in slope, that, south of the Cilento Promontory, is
sharp and coincides with the physiographic shelf break (i.e., offshore Mount Bulgheria)
that progressively leads to a slightly deeper and flat outer shelf toward the north
(Figure 1).

- An outer shelf, particularly evident offshore of Punta Licosa from 130 m down to
more than 200 m in w.d. (Figure 1).

The two morpho-structural elements seem to represent the components of a regional
fault system. The system is defined by NW-SE and NNE-SSW lineaments, marking the core
area that separates the uplifting morpho-structural high forming the Cilento Promontory
on the margin (interposed between the coastal depressions of the Sele Plain-Salerno Gulf
to the north and of the Policastro Gulf to the south-east), and the Tyrrhenian basin offshore.
The offshore tyrrhenian basin has been subsiding at a rate of 1 mm/yr since the end of
the Lower Pleistocene [48] and from the Last Glacial Maximum until present could have
been responsible for the lowering of the shelf break. The shelf s.s., represents a sector that
experienced the same tectonic of the on-land system. Such a result is confirmed by a good
correlation between the depth of marine terraces of erosive origin and eustatic sea level
variations recorded for the last 200 ka (Figure 7) that are attributed, for the most part, to
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shallower submarine terraces of the stationing of the Flandrian Transgression (40/46 m in
w.d. —as reported for the offshore of the southern Bulgheria Mount [32]) and the stationing
of MIS 3 (50/55 m and 70/76 m in w.d.), MIS 5c, and MIS5a (10/15 m and 18/24 m in w.d.).
In the offshore the Cilento Flysch and Internidi Units, the strong lateral continuity that
characterises the terraces located at 47/52 m in w.d. (Figures 2B and 3) suggests that they
could also have an origin associated to the Flandrian Transgression.
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Sub-aerial marine terraces [7] have, indeed, been traditionally acknowledged to be
relevant geomorphological indicators of past sea-level high-stands in regions subjected
to tectonic uplift [8]. With time, uplift determines the formation of terraced coastlines,
often with a step-like profile, where older terraces are higher and farther from today’s
coastline [7]. In this work, we focused on understanding the occurrence of paleo, wave-cut
shore platforms (forming marine terraces) within the submarine domain [22]. Here, it
is important to note that phases of relatively high sea-level or stationary phases during
transgressive periods, in the end, determine the most favorable condition for wave-cut
shore platform formations on rocky cliffs (because they cause marine processes to prevail
over sub-aerial processes). A relative decrease in sea level would, instead, lead to a decrease
in the efficiency of marine processes, with the formation of beaches or debris at the base
of a cliff, preventing wave-cut shore platform formation. For this reason, wave-cut shore
platforms are unlikely to form during low stands or regressive conditions. Therefore, for
our study area, we conclude that the occurrence of marine terraces of erosive origin within
the submarine domain resulted because shelf s.s. was subjected to the same geodynamics
that impacted the Cilento Margin on-land; and because the area was relatively stable during
the Upper Pleistocene and, therefore, during earlier high-stand (MIS5c and MIS5a) and
stationary periods of the Flandrian Transgression. In contrast, the outer shelf has been
lowering, at least since the end of the Lower Pleistocene, and has been involved in the same
geodynamics that are altering the Tyrrhenian Basin, promoting the formation of SDTs.

Deeper submarine terraces of erosive origin, as described by [48], at 80/86 m and
100/107 m in w.d., are more difficult to interpret. Therefore, further investigation is required
to confirm their actual association to bedrock outcrops.

A higher resolution of the DEM would also lead to a more effective morphometric
analysis. The more accurate list of terraced surfaces that would result from the analysis,
combined with an adequate reconstruction of late Quaternary environmental conditions
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that controlled formation of wave-cut shore platforms (e.g., wave climatology, as performed
in [22]), would provide more precise information to confirm the ascription of the terraces
to a defined high-stand period.

6. Conclusions

An interesting finding of our study, obtained by coupling terrestrial and submarine
terraced landforms [81], is the detection of two main types of submarine terraced landforms
in the surveyed sector of the south-eastern Tyrrhenian Margin: (1) erosional terraces (wave-
cut or abrasion platforms) formed on outcropping bedrock and (2) depositional terraces
(i.e., SDTs) generated by late Quaternary depositional sequences. A distinction between
the two types of landforms actually depends on a set of parameters dominated by regional
geologic settings (the type of bedrock, and geodynamic and sediment inputs) subject
to sea-level oscillation. Submarine marine terraces that result from the generation of
wave-cut shore platforms were predominantly generated during interglacial periods or
during relevant stasis occurring in transgressive events. On the surveyed sector of the
south-eastern Tyrrhenian Margin, they formed when bedrock outcrops were exposed
on the shelf, making them vulnerable to substantial erosion due to marine processes.
Bedrock outcrops also contributed to a disruption of late Quaternary sedimentation on
the inner shelf. Based on this evidence, submarine terraces of a strictly erosional nature
could not have been formed on a traditional passive margin subject to subsidence. In
contrast, subsidence, provides accommodation for the formation of depositional bodies,
that according to sediment availability, shelf morphology, and local sea level history provide
a suitable condition for a variety of SDTs.
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