
Resource Sheet 4 – Survey Control points 

Introduction 

A variety of different materials have been used for underwater survey control points. One of the 

most convenient is steel reinforcing bar, 10-12mm in diameter and available from builders’ 

merchants in 6m lengths. This can then be cut to the required length – typically 0.5m. 

 One problem with this is that they rust underwater, and in close proximity to large iron objects such 

as guns and anchors can fail within 18 months. This does not matter where they are only required 

for one or two seasons, but where greater longevity is required, use stainless steel reinforcing rods . 

These work best on soft sediments but can also be driven into fissures in rocks. They can be set into 

larger fissures using a mixture of concrete and PVA. Pitons can also be used in fissures, but they tend 

to corrode fairly quickly underwater. 

To ensure the long term survival of survey control points, large granite blocks with stainless control 

points fixed into drilled holes with polyvinyl resin have been used with success. The granite blocks 

need to be quite large and so mechanical handling on the support vessel is required. You only need 

to use three or four of these on a site to ensure that the CP network can be recreated. 

Use copper nails if fixing control points to the timbers of a wreck – these are available from 

chandlers and boat builders. Anything attached to the timber of a wreck will only last as long as the 

timber, so should be considered as temporary. 

Master Control Points 

Survey control points are not everlasting, and on most sites some will be lost from time to time due 

to the action of storms, fishing and divers. To this end you should aim to install a few control points 

at strategic positions around the site which are designed to last as long as possible. How this is 

achieved will depend on the topography of the site. In soft sediments, very robust control points 

(scaffolding poles for example) can be driven deep into the sediment. Another strategy which has 

been used successfully is to fix control points into large granite or concrete blocks (more than 0.5m 

square) and partly bury these in the sediment (which works well on sand). Fixing stainless rebar into 

large blocks can be achieved by drilling a hole (about 25mm diameter) into the block about 200mm 

deep and cementing the CP into the hole using polyvinyl resin. This is available commercially under 

various trade names (e.g. Chemset) - or use car body filler (not quite as strong but usually adequate).  

  

Master control point set into granite 

block 



Note: You may need a licence from The Marine Management Organisation (MMO) to deposit objects 

on the seabed. Contact details: 

Marine Consents Team 

Marine Management Organisation 

PO Box 1275 

Newcastle upon Tyne 

NE99 5BN 

Tel: 0300 123 1032 

Fax: 0191 376 2681 

Email: marine.consents@marinemanagement.org.uk 

Primary Control Points 

These are intended to last at least for the duration of the survey. There are two principal types: 

those fixed into rock and those in soft sediments (sand and silt)  

 

 

Control Points in Soft Sediment 

In soft sediments steel reinforcing bar (rebar) seems to work well. This should be 10-12mm in 

diameter and as long as can be driven into the sediment (typically 0.5-1m in length). Where the 

control point is close to large iron objects, consider using stainless steel as the ordinary mild steel 

rebar will often corrode rapidly. In any case, if the control points need to last for more than 10 years 

then use stainless steel. 

Scaffold poles have been used as control points in soft sediments. There are, however, a few 

problems which need to be considered. Due to the relatively large diameter of the tube, attaching 

the tape in a consistent position can be a problem – some kind of special end to the tube needs to 

be fabricated to allow the attachment of the tape. It can be difficult to drive scaffold poles into sand 

and it is often hard to drive the poles in straight – they often end up leaning over at an angle. 

 

 

Stainless steel rebar used as control point with York Survey tag attached. 

Mild steel rebar after 18 months on the seabed. The diameter has been reduced by 50% in 

places due to corrosion 
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Control Points in Rock 

These can be very useful, often due to the elevation of the rocks/reef above the surrounding site. 

Usually, the control points are driven into fissures in the rock. If the fissures are suitable, stainless 

steel rebar can be driven into them to produce solid control points. Where the fissures are bigger, 

CPs can often be cemented into them using a mixture of concrete and PVA. The concrete /PVA 

should be premixed with water on the surface and carried underwater in a polythene bag. The bag 

can then be pushed into the fissure and the control point hammered through the bag into the 

fissure. The concrete PVA mix will usually take several days to set. Several attempts may be required 

to achieve a satisfactory result. 

Good results have also been achieved using iron cold chisels driven into fissures – but after 12-15 

years these corrode to the point where they snap off. 

 

 

 

Secondary Control Points 

These are often attached to the wreck itself. They are likely to be of fairly finite life span if attached 

to wood, but will often last much longer on large iron objects such as guns and anchors. Care should 

be taken not to attach metal objects to guns or anchors as this can cause accelerated corrosion. 

Similarly, care should be taken not to damage the outer layer of concretion on large iron objects, as 

this will almost certainly lead to accelerated corrosion.  

 

Labelling Control Points 

Some means of identifying the control point is required. A plastic or metal tag marked with the 

number or letter to identify the control point is attached to the control point. Control points should 

be labelled as such (CP1, CP2 etc.) to clearly distinguish them from temporary survey points. 

Pitons – available from climbing equipment suppliers – suitable for driving into fissures in 

rock. 



A satisfactory plastic tag is the circular survey marker produced by York Survey Ltd (see RS6). These 

are bright yellow with a 6mm hole in the centre. They can be written on using permanent felt tip 

markers – this will usually remain legible for 1-2 years. A longer- lasting method of marking plastic 

tags is to burn the number into the tag using a soldering iron. These tags can be easily attached to 

the control points using two plastic cable ties (these last two to five years underwater). In practice it 

has been found that labels underwater need to be replaced roughly every three years. 

Stainless steel tags can be made using sheet stainless steel which is then stamped using metal 

number or letter stamps. These will be more permanent than plastic tags but require more effort to 

produce and are considerably more expensive. They can be attached to the control points using 

stainless steel key rings threaded through holes drilled into the top of the control point. Note that it 

is not easy to drill holes in 316 stainless steel. 

 

York Survey tag marked with felt-tip pen York Survey tag marked with soldering iron 

Stainless steel tag marked using metal stamps Set of metal stamps 


