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WHAT IS SOTA?
• Started on March 2, 2002, “SOTA is an award scheme for 

radio amateurs that encourages portable operation in 

mountainous areas.” http://www.sota.org.uk/.

• “SOTA has been carefully designed to make participation 

possible for all Radio Amateurs and Shortwave Listeners 

- this is not just for mountaineers!”

• Operations in nearly 100 countries. 165 distinct 

geographical areas comprise SOTA “associations,” with 

1,179 regions.

• SOTA is NOT a club – no dues, no members.

• 42 states have summits!

• Any mode/band (no repeaters).

• No generators/grid power, motorized vehicles,  
trespassing!

Photo courtesy WD9F

http://www.sota.org.uk/


WHAT IS A SUMMIT?

• Key terms:

– Prominence

– Col

– Key col

• A summit must have sufficient “topographic prominence” – “the 
difference between the elevation (altitude) of the summit and of its 
key col [saddle point].” The minimum is usually 150m (P150), ~492’. 
http://www.sota.org.uk/Blog/2017/06/19/Finding-Summits---Part-1

• “Prominence characterizes the height of a mountain or hill's 
summit by the vertical distance between it and the lowest contour 
line encircling it but containing no higher summit within it.” 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Topographic_prominence

http://www.sota.org.uk/Blog/2017/06/19/Finding-Summits---Part-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Topographic_prominence


WHAT IS A SUMMIT

THE MEANING OF “COL”

• A “col” is “a stationary point in the topography” that is a minimum in 
one direction and a maximum in another direction. Also known as 
saddle point, pass, gap, notch or cut.

• “A peak's key col is a unique point on this [lowest] contour line….” 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Topographic_prominence

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Topographic_prominence


WHAT IS A SUMMIT?

Illustration courtesy of 
https://www.vk5pas.com/
what-is-prominence.html



WHAT IS A SUMMIT?
NOT ALWAYS THE HIGHEST POINT!

BUT ALL 9 ILLINOIS SOTA SUMMITS ARE LOCATED HERE

CHARLES MOUND 1,235’
Highest natural point in Illinois



WHAT IS A SUMMIT?
• The key col for Denali (Mt. McKinley) is 3,000 miles away – in Nicaragua!

• The key col for the highest point in the Appalachian Mountains – Mt. 
Mitchell – is in Chicago!!

Photo courtesy Andrew Sen



WHAT’S IN SOTA FOR ME?

WHEN YOU CHASE SUMMIT ACTIVATORS, YOU CAN:

• Enjoy making contacts and qualifying for awards without needing a 
super-station.

• Improve your ability to tune in, hear and work weak signal stations.

• Help activators log the required minimum 4 QSOs to qualify for 
activation points.

• Understand how to use APRS.

• Diversify your ham radio experience while chasing new awards and 
other shack knot-hole covers.



WHAT’S IN SOTA FOR ME?
WHEN YOU ACTIVATE SUMMITS, YOU CAN:

• Complete your 10,000 steps/day AND have time to play radio.

• Feel the satisfaction of building a portable station you can carry anywhere.

• Meet the challenge of setting up an effective temporary station in various surroundings.

• Experience being the receiving end of a pile-up, and hone your skills managing multiple callers.

• Enjoy the thrill of making QSOs (including DX!) with a handful of watts and simple antennas.

• Learn how to navigate using maps, GPS, compass and surrounding features.

• Understand how to use APRS.

• Diversify your ham radio experience while chasing new awards and other shack knot-hole covers.

• Share your enthusiasm with people around the world.

• Take in great views from awesome heights!

• See wildlife – in the wild!

• Breath fresh air!!



FUN GEAR!

NOT LIKE THIS

Photo courtesy WA0TTN



FUN GEAR!
RADIOS

• Lightweight and small

• Battery/solar powered

• Multi-band/mode/feature

• FT817/818, KX1/2/3, MTR3-4-5B, HB1-B



FUN GEAR!

RADIOS

• Kits: QCX single band

• Homebrew

• HT



FUN GEAR!

POWER (internal/external)

• AAA (Eneloops)

• 9V

• LiPo/LiFePo4

• Solar



FUN GEAR!

ANTENNAS

• 20-26 ga Teflon wires 
supported by 
telescoping fishing 
poles/masts/hiking 
poles/trees

• Loops

• Verticals

• Elecraft AX-1

Photo courtesy EA1AER



FUN GEAR!
ANTENNAS



FUN GEAR!

WHERE’S THE ANTENNA?

Photo courtesy KX0R



FUN GEAR!

ULTIMATE 
PEDESTRIAN 
PORTABLE by KT5X

#28 wire antenna uses homebrew mini-traps
weighing 2 grams each and is supported by 9 
oz. 20’ fishing pole that collapses to 18”.

-- Battery
-- Tuner
-- SWR indicator

-- Radio
-- Log
-- Touch paddle
-- Earbuds



COOL TOOLS!

SOTA WEBSITE:

• SOTAwatch – spots and alerts.

• Includes RBNHole
– Compares RBN spots with alerts 

posted on SOTAwatch.

– When there is a match meeting 
certain criteria, RBNHole posts a spot 
on SOTAwatch to indicate that call 
sign X has actually been heard 
calling CQ on frequency Y.

• SOTA Spotter

• SOTA Goat (iOS)

• SMS (text)



Summit reference

Summit coordinates and grid square

Various online maps

Articles and 
outside links

SOTA DATABASE SUMMIT ENTRY



WEB PAGE FOR SOTA MAPPING PROJECT



SOTA FINDER



COOL TOOLS!
WHERE’S THE ACTIVATION ZONE (AZ)?



COOL TOOLS!

GOOGLE EARTH 
WITH 
FLOOD.KMZ 
HIGHLIGHT THE 
AZ



COOL TOOLS!

APRS (Automatic 
Position Reporting 
System)

Track by call sign 
the activator’s 
progress to the 
summit via aprs.fi 
and openaprs.net.

Web page for aprs.fi



COOL TOOLS!

MAKE YOUR OWN MAPS USING

• CalTopo (www.caltopo.com)

• Avenza

• Tablet or phone with GPS

http://www.caltopo.com/


CALTOPO MAP SHOWING AREA SURROUNDING W9/WI-006



FINAL GEOSPATIAL PDF MAP 
WITH MARKERS ALONG 
PROPOSED ROUTE AND 
INDICATING SUMMIT.



COOL TOOLS!

DISPLAY MAP ON YOUR CHOSEN DEVICE



PEERING INTO THE FUTURE....

BE THE FIRST!

• Discover new summits

– ~ 125,251 a year ago, now 12,046 more (137,297).

– Imagine identifying 12,000 new DX entities – in one year!

• Activate summits for the first time

– ~27,916 activated as of a year ago, now 3,087 more (31,003).

– Imagine 3,000 DX entities activated in one year – for the first time!



PEERING INTO THE FUTURE....

OLAVTOPPEN ANYONE?

ARRL LETTER, FEBRUARY 22, 2018:

Members of the 3Y0I DXpedition to Bouvet Island will be doing more than handing 
out contacts to the world's community of DXers…. [I]t will include ….a trek to the 
top of the island's glacier, Olavtoppen, at 760 meters (nearly 2,500 feet) above sea 
level….



PEERING INTO THE FUTURE....

CONTINUED SYNERGY BETWEEN QRP, POTA AND SOTA COMMUNITIES

• Smaller, lighter radios

• Even more compact power sources

• New power sources. Summits can be windy….

• Ever-lighter antennas and accessories

• More kits



PEERING INTO THE FUTURE....

• SOTA participation growth:

– ~over 6,000 activators and 6,300 chasers a year 
ago, now nearly 7,000 activators and over 7,000 
chasers

– 4,441 do both, nearly 500 more than last year!

• More SOTA activity above 440MHz and 
on digital modes

• Greater use of higher bands (17M – 6M)

• Increased multiple awards – 2+ 
Mountain Goats, Shack Sloths, Super 
Sloths Photo courtesy K0NR



PEERING INTO THE FUTURE....

• Biathlon for Geeks – the ultimate RadioSport!

– Different countries each year

– Summits identified in advance

– Teams and individuals

– Multiple summits in one day

– Multiple days

– Single/multiple bands/modes

– Kit “weight classes”

• SOTA Marathon – ??



LINKS

A non-exhaustive list of links to related information

• SOTA

– Website: https://www.sota.org.uk/

– Alerts: SOTAwatch http://www.sotawatch.org/index.php

– Spots::

SOTAwatch http://www.sotawatch.org/index.php

APRS2SOTA (requires signup) https://www.sotaspots.co.uk/Aprs2Sota_Info.php

SMS (requires signup) http://www.intermoose.com/SMSBOT-usage.txt

SOTA Goat: database and spotting (iPhone)

– Alternative spot site (when main site is down): 
https://www.sotamaps.org/post_alerts.php

https://www.sota.org.uk/
http://www.sotawatch.org/index.php
http://www.sotawatch.org/index.php
https://www.sotaspots.co.uk/Aprs2Sota_Info.php
http://www.intermoose.com/SMSBOT-usage.txt
https://www.sotamaps.org/post_alerts.php


LINKS

• SOTA

– Database (summit info, QSO totals, etc.):

SOTAwatch http://www.sotadata.org.uk/

Pocket SOTA (iPhone and Android)

– Reflector: http://reflector.sota.org.uk/

– North America reflector (NASOTA): https://nasota.groups.io/g/main/topics

http://www.sotadata.org.uk/
http://reflector.sota.org.uk/
https://nasota.groups.io/g/main/topics


LINKS

• Portable station equipment

– Antennas, masts, tuners, wire, wire winders, various accessories: 
https://www.sotabeams.co.uk/

– Antennas, radios:

https://www.lnrprecision.com/ (End fed & loop antennas, LD-5/LD-11, MTR3B/4B/5B)

www.elecraft.com (KX2, KX3)

www.yaesu.com (FT-817/818)

https://qrpguys.com/

http://www.qrpme.com/

• Clothing, insect repellents, etc.: REI www.rei.com

https://www.sotabeams.co.uk/
https://www.lnrprecision.com/
http://www.elecraft.com/
http://www.yaesu.com/
https://qrpguys.com/
http://www.qrpme.com/
http://www.rei.com/


LINKS

• Software/tools

– Logging programs and file conversions: 
http://www.on6zq.be/w/index.php/SOTA/Software

– CSV Log Editor: 
https://www.g0lgs.co.uk/soft_info.php?AppName=sotacsveditor

– Caltopo maps: www.caltopo.com

– Avenza (Android offline mapping app): 
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.Avenza&hl=en

• Automatic Position reporting System (APRS)

– APRSdroid (and OSM versions): https://aprsdroid.org/download/builds/

– APRStrack: www.aprstrack.com

http://www.on6zq.be/w/index.php/SOTA/Software
https://www.g0lgs.co.uk/soft_info.php?AppName=sotacsveditor
http://www.caltopo.com/
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.Avenza&hl=en
https://aprsdroid.org/download/builds/
http://www.aprstrack.com/

