
15.3 SkillBuilder: Using latitude and longitude
15.3.1 Tell me
What are latitude and longitude? FIGURE 1 The parallels of latitude
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Latitude and longitude are imaginary grid lines encircling the
Earth. They can be drawn over a map to help us locate
a place.

The lines that run parallel to the equator are called
parallels of latitude. Each line is measured in degrees north
(N) and south (S) of the equator (0°). The equator divides
the Earth into two parts — the northern hemisphere and the
southern hemisphere. The latitude at the North Pole is 90°N,
and the latitude at the South Pole is 90°S. All places have
a latitude reading somewhere between 0° and 90°N, or
0° and 90°S.

Lines of longitude run from north to south from the
North Pole to the South Pole. These are called meridians
of longitude and are also measured in degrees. The Prime
(or Greenwich) Meridian (0°) runs through Greenwich
Observatory near London, England. Places are either east (E) or west (W) of this line.
All places have a longitude reading somewhere between 0° and 180°E, or 0° and 180°W.

FIGURE 2 The meridians of longitude
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FIGURE 3 Latitude and longitude lines
form a grid pattern
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Why are latitude and longitude useful?
Latitude and longitude are used to give the precise location of a place in an atlas, on a globe, or on a
map showing a large region. Lines of latitude and longitude form a grid pattern on a map and this makes
identifying the location of a place easy. For example, Philadelphia in the United States can be found at
40°N 75°W. A gazetteer index lists latitude and longitude readings of all places featured in an atlas.

Latitude and longitude are useful for identifying exact locations when, for example:• sailing on the open ocean• flying across vast expanses• gaining a GPS reading• viewing Google Earth• studying maps to plan a touring holiday.
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Model
FIGURE 4 North and Central America

Source: Spatial Vision

Philadelphia in the United States is located at 40°00′N
75°10′W. Further east, on the coast, is Boston at 42°20′N
71°05′W. Dallas in the central south of the country is at
32°47′N 96°48′W. On the west coast, Los Angeles is
at 34°00′N 118°15′W and San Francisco is at 37°45′N
122°27′W.

Using latitude and longitude accurately involves:• identifying the precise location of a place• accurately reading parallels of latitude• accurately reading meridians of longitude• writing the reading correctly.

15.3.2 Show me
Using latitude and longitude

Video eLesson Using latitude and longitude (eles-1652)

How to use latitude and longitude
You will need:• a map with a latitude and longitude grid• a ruler.

Procedure:
To give the latitude and longitude readings of a location, complete the following steps.

Step 1
Determine the place for which you want to give a latitude and longitude reading.

Step 2
Begin with the parallels of latitude. Determine the degrees on the line closest to the location. For example,
in FIGURE 4 Philadelphia is at 40°N — it is exactly on the line of latitude and north of the equator. The
equator (0°) is not shown in FIGURE 4 but can be assumed to be off the bottom of the map, given the latitude
readings on the right-hand side of the map. Not all parallels of latitude are drawn on a map and so you will
often have to work out what the closest line of latitude is. In FIGURE 4, Dallas is at 33°N.

You may have noticed in FIGURE 4 that an additional parallel of latitude has been drawn and labelled the
Tropic of Cancer. This line is at 23.5°N. A similar line is found at 23.5°S and is known as the Tropic of
Capricorn. It passes through northern Australia just near Rockhampton. It is between these two lines that
the sun moves and determines our seasons.

Step 3
Each degree on the grid is made up of 60 minutes. It is likely that a place is not situated exactly on the
degree line, so you will need to determine a minute reading as well. This becomes especially evident in
smaller-scaled maps. Calculate the minutes for the place you are identifying. It is often a good idea to place
a ruler on the map or use a finger to follow a line so that your eyes don’t inadvertently cross to another grid
square.Pdf_Folio:31
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FIGURE 5 Showing minutes of a degree
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Step 4
Combine the readings to get a precise latitude for place. Place A in FIGURE 5 is at 33°55′S.
(The ‘S’ indicates that this place is south of the equator.)

Step 5
Longitude is calculated in a similar manner. Find the north–south line (meridian) closest to the place. Take
the line reading and then the degrees reading. For example, in FIGURE 4 Philadelphia is at 75°W.
The ‘W’ indicates it is west of the Prime Meridian. The Prime Meridian is not shown on FIGURE 4 but the
numbering on the meridians at both the top of the map and the bottom of the map indicate that the Prime
Meridian is off the map to the right. On a more detailed map, a minute reading could also be obtained.

Step 6
When combining the grid readings, latitude always comes first. A useful tip is to remember that ‘latitude’
comes before ‘longitude’ alphabetically. In FIGURE 4, Philadelphia is at 40°N75°W. In FIGURE 5, place B is at
33°15′S 40°50′E. Check that you can find these two places.

Step 7
FIGURE 6 A sample from the gazetteer index of an
atlas

Van Diemen, Cape  80 C9 11.10 S 130.22 E

Van Diemen Gulf  80 C9

Vanern, Lake  114 G4

Vanersborg  114 G4 58.23 N

Vangunu, island  89 G3

Vanimo  88 D3 2.40 S 141.17 E

Vannes  116 C4 47.40 N 2.44 W

Van Rees Range  88 C3

Vanrhynsdorp  126 B1 31.36 S 18.45 E

Latitude

Longitude

12.19 E

In the gazetteer index of an atlas, the reading for
Philadelphia is listed as 40°00′N 75°10′W. Have
a look in an atlas gazetteer index, usually in the
back of the atlas, as the places are all identified
by latitude and longitude. With a partner, test
each other by naming and looking up locations
on a map and practising giving their latitude and
longitude.
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Checklist
I have:• identified the precise location of a place• accurately read parallels of latitude• accurately read meridians of longitude• written the readings correctly.

Interactivity Using latitude and longitude (int-3148)

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

Using FIGURE 1 in subtopic 15.6, give the latitude and longitude readings at the centre of the listed deserts to
complete the table below.

Desert Latitude and longitude reading

Gibson

Tanami

Simpson

Great Sandy

15.3 ACTIVITIES
1. Which desert can be found at 22°S 133°E?
2. This South Australian desert can be found at 29°S 141°E. What is its name?
3. Give a latitude and longitude reading such that a person would find themselves at Davenport Range.
4. If you were to travel the full length of the Great Dividing Range, at what latitude and longitude would you

begin and finish?
5. Which range extends furthest east — Hammersley, Carnarvon or Robinson? Give the latitude and longitude

reading at its most easterly point.
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