
Finding Launch Location Information 

 How to find: latitude, longitude, elevation, radial distance in nautical miles from the nearest 

airport. 

 This info is required for filing a NOTAM and for running flight predictions. 

 Check the “launch sites” page if using a known launch site; if using a new launch site, add the 

info to the page 

 Before deciding to use a launch site, consult the FARs to ensure your launch site is legal and 

safe. 

o §101.5   Operations in prohibited or restricted areas. 

 No person may operate a moored balloon, kite, amateur rocket, or unmanned 

free balloon in a prohibited or restricted area unless he has permission from the 

using or controlling agency, as appropriate. 

o §101.13   Operating limitations. 

 (a) Except as provided in paragraph (b) of this section, no person may operate a 

moored balloon or kite— 

 (1) Less than 500 feet from the base of any cloud; 

 (2) More than 500 feet above the surface of the earth; 

 (3) From an area where the ground visibility is less than three miles; or 

 (4) Within five miles of the boundary of any airport. 

o §101.33   Operating limitations. 

 No person may operate an unmanned free balloon— 

 (a) Unless otherwise authorized by ATC, below 2,000 feet above the surface 

within the lateral boundaries of the surface areas of Class B, Class C, Class D, or 

Class E airspace designated for an airport; 

 (b) At any altitude where there are clouds or obscuring phenomena of more 

than five-tenths coverage; 

 (c) At any altitude below 60,000 feet standard pressure altitude where the 

horizontal visibility is less than five miles; 

 (d) During the first 1,000 feet of ascent, over a congested area of a city, town, or 

settlement or an open-air assembly of persons not associated with the 

operation; or 

 (e) In such a manner that impact of the balloon, or part thereof including its 

payload, with the surface creates a hazard to persons or property not associated 

with the operation. 

 Basically, launch locations must be more than 5 nautical miles from the nearest airport, away 

from a city, town, suburb, or congested area for the first 1,000 feet of ascent, away from 

prohibited or restricted airspace, and away from international borders. 

 Flight paths are important when selecting launch locations. Check prediction software to see 

where the winds will tend to carry you and avoid sites if the payloads’ landing location is in a 

populated, restricted, international, or difficult to access area. 

 

 



 

 

1. Determine your latitude, longitude, and elevation 

a. Input address to Google maps, right click on destination pin, select “what’s here,” and 

your latitude and longitude will pop up (Example: 47.71513611° N, -96.26527778° W ; 

47° 42’ 54.49” N, -96° 15’ 55” W) 

b.  
c. Google provides lat/long in decimal degrees, so you will need to convert this to DMS 

(degrees, minutes, seconds). The Earth is divided into 360 degrees of latitude 

(north/south) and 360 degrees of longitude (east/west). Latitude is measured as 

distance from the equator (north of the equator ranges from 0° to 180° N; south of the 

equator ranges from 0° to -180° S). Longitude is measured as distance from the prime 

meridian, located in Greenwich, England (east of the prime meridian ranges from 0° to 

180° E, west of the prime meridian ranges from 0° to -180° W). Decimal degrees is a way 

of expressing location as a decimal. DMS, however, breaks each degree into 60 minutes, 

and each minute is further subdivided into 60 seconds (giving you 3600 seconds in a 

degree).  

d. To convert, you can either go to an online calculator, like 

https://www.fcc.gov/media/radio/dms-decimal, or you can perform the conversion by 

hand. 

e. Next, click on the popup box that includes the latitude and longitude: location 

information will appear to the left of the screen. Scroll down to the bottom and you will 

have your elevation (Example: 1161 m/3809 ft). You can also use an app to determine 

elevation. 

f.  

https://www.fcc.gov/media/radio/dms-decimal


2. Determine position in both Nautical Miles and radial position in degrees relative to the airport 

or VOR.  

a. VOR stands for VHF (Very High Frequency) Omnidirectional Radio, and is a short range 

navigation aid for pilots. VORs are located near airports, but in rural areas they are often 

standalone, so if you are using a rural launch location, check to see where the nearest 

VOR is; aircraft will be able to determine your location relative to the VOR. If you are 

unsure, ask the NOAM operator and they will be able to tell you. 

b. Nautical miles are the distance unit used in aviation. 1 nautical mile = 1.15078 statute 

miles and is equal to one minute of latitude, which equals 1/60th of a degree of latitude. 

3. Find your position using flight planning software 

a. Search for the nearest airport and its three letter code (Thief River Falls / TVF) 

b. Go to skyvector.com and select “Flight Plan” in the upper left corner. Enter the airport 

code as the DEPARTURE and the lat/long of the launch site in the text box below. 

c. Use DMS for your lat/long, and enter the digits in a string, omitting the degree and 

second symbols and separating the two values with a comma. Place a 0 in front of any 

values in the Western or Southern hemisphere instead of a negative symbol. 

d.  
e. Hit enter and you will get your launch site’s radial position and distance in nautical miles 

relative to the airport (21 nm at 187° from TVF). 



f.  
g. This site will also allow you to check if you are in (or will potentially overfly) any 

restricted or controlled airspace 

4. This is typically all of the information you will need for filing NOTAMs and running flight 

predictions! 


