
13.6 SkillBuilder: Comparing an aerial photograph
and a topographic map
13.6.1 Tell me
What comparisons can be made between aerial photographs and topographic maps?
Comparing an aerial photograph with a topographic map enables us to see what is happening in one place.
Photographs and maps may be from the same date but they may also be from different dates, and will thus
show different information.

Why is comparing an aerial photograph with a topographic map useful?
Comparing an aerial photograph with a topographic map is useful because each format provides different
information. The camera captures a place at one moment in time. The realistic colours in a photograph give
a clear impression of the activities taking place on the land. Aerial photographs allow us to see beneath the
water as well. Topographic maps allow the cartographer to add information that cannot be identified from
the air, such as place names and building names.

Comparisons of aerial photographs and topographic maps are useful when:• you want to create a new map combining elements from both• you are trying to make comparisons about places over time• you want to see the interconnection between phenomena on an aerial photograph and
a topographic map• oceanographers need to assess sand movement along a coast• local councils are handling building permits• transport authorities are undertaking long-term planning.

A good comparison of an aerial photograph with a topographic map:• includes dates for the photograph and map• contains a general statement on the region• provides specific examples, such as place names• provides directions when showing change over time• gives distances when showing the scale of change.

13.6.2 Show me
How to compare an aerial photograph with a topographic map
Model
Use Google Earth or Google Maps to locate an aerial photograph view of the same area shown in the
FIGURE 1 topographic map.

Mossman has changed since 1982, when the map was created. Then, the town was smaller, and we can
see that it has developed towards the north, south-east and south-west. By 2011, Cooya, on the coast, had
expanded to the south by some 500 metres along the coast. The forested areas on the Cassowary Range and
the mangrove coastal area at Port Mossman, however, remain intact. The intertidal flat south of Cooya is
evident in the photograph, as are the ledges about a kilometre offshore. The aerial photograph indicates the
productivity of the area: some fields contain crops and others have been recently tilled. The topographic
map allows us to identify Mt Beaufort and the Cassowary Range as areas within the natural environment.
Like many places in coastal areas of Australia, the towns are growing over time.

You will need:• a topographic map and an aerial photograph of the same place.
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FIGURE 1 Topographic map of Mossman and the Daintree River National Park, Queensland, 1982
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KEY

Source: © Commonwealth of Australia, Geoscience Australia (1982). Topographic map of Daintree National Park — Mossman, QLD. 1:100 000

Series R631, Sheet 7965, Edition 1 1- AAS. 1982. 

Procedure:
STEP 1
Check the titles of both the topographic map and the aerial photograph to ensure they are of the same place.
If the titles or areas do not exactly match, work out which part of one relates to the other by identifying
common features in both.

STEP 2
Confirm the dates of both pieces of information, so that you are aware of any differences that exist between
the photograph and the map as a result of being created at different times.

STEP 3
Scan back and forth from the map to the photograph, looking for similarities and differences. Clarify any
information that you are not sure about. Begin a paragraph by comparing the two sets of data, ensuring
you mention place names, dates and any available statistics. For example: ‘Mossman has changed in
the 30 years since 1982.’ In some circumstances you could say ‘it has changed significantly’ or ‘it has
changed minimally’.
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STEP 4
Identify the changes that you see. What aspects did you find interesting, and why? Continue your paragraph
describing the differences that you see between the two sets of data. For example: ‘In 1982, the town was
smaller, and we can see that it has developed towards the north, south-east and south-west. By 2011, Cooya,
on the coast, had expanded to the south by some 500 metres along the coast.’

STEP 5
Conclude your paragraph with a summary sentence. For example: ‘The past 30 years have seen major
changes in the Mossman area, especially to the towns of Cooya and Newell, which have been infilled and
extended north and south along the coast.’

Video eLesson Comparing an aerial photograph and a topographic map (eles-1751)

Interactivity Comparing an aerial photograph and a topographic map (int-3369)

Digital document Topographic map of Mossman and the Daintree River National Park, Queensland (doc-11572)

Google Earth Mossman

13.6.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

ACTIVIT IES
1. Using the topographic map and the aerial photograph of Merimbula in subtopic 13.4, write a paragraph

comparing the information gained about Merimbula from both data sources. Use the checklist to ensure you
cover all aspects of the task.

2. Apply your skills to answer the following questions.
(a) List three features within Merimbula that can be identified on the map but not on the aerial photograph.
(b) What information does the aerial photograph give you about boating in the area that is not available on

the topographic map?
(c) Which features of Merimbula Lake, seen on the topographic map, cannot be identified on the aerial

photograph? What features in Merimbula Lake are given greater clarity by the aerial photograph?
(d) What information does the map provide about the airport that cannot be gained from the aerial

photograph?
(e) What details does the topographic map give about the land facing Bar Beach that cannot be seen in the

aerial photograph due to the oblique angle of photography?

Checklist
I have:

• included dates for the photograph and map
• provided a general statement on the region
• provided specific examples, such as place names
• provided directions when showing change over time
• given distances when showing the scale of change.
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