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I N  T H I S  C H A P T E R

Three Ways to Express Scale

Chart scale tells you the relationship between a distance measured on the

chart and the actual distance on the Earth's surface. Every scale expression is

a ratio — chart distance divided by earth distance — but it can be written in

three different forms:

Form Example Meaning

Representative

Fraction (RF)

1:500 000 or 1/500

000

1 unit on chart = 500 000

units on Earth

Statement in words
1 inch to 1 statute

mile

1 inch on chart = 1 statute

mile on Earth
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Graduated scale line
A labelled ruler at

the chart edge

A physical ruler you can hold

alongside the chart

Figure 1 — Representative Fraction: a ratio showing chart distance to Earth distance with same

units (e.g. 1 : 500 000)

Figure 2 — Graduated scale bar in nautical

miles

Figure 3 — Latitude scale: 1° = 60 NM on any

chart

WHY THREE FORMS?

The RF is the most versatile — it is unit-independent (it works in

centimetres, inches, anything). A statement in words is easy to read but

only valid in those specific units. A graduated scale line is the most

directly usable in the cockpit because you can physically measure a

route and read off the distance.
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The Representative Fraction

RF = Chart Distance / Earth Distance (same units)

Always expressed as 1 : N, where N is a large whole number

The RF is a pure number ratio. Before dividing, you must convert both

distances to the same unit. For a 1 : 500 000 scale:

1 cm on chart = 500 000 cm on Earth = 5 000 m = 5 km

1 inch on chart = 500 000 inches on Earth = 41 667 ft = 7.89 statute miles

1 cm on chart = 500 000 cm ÷ 185 200 cm/NM = 2.70 NM

Finding Earth Distance from Chart Distance

Earth Distance = Chart Distance × N (in same units,

then convert)

Example — Chart 1:500 000, line measures 7.5 cm. Earth distance in

NM?

Earth distance in cm = 7.5 × 500 000 = 3 750 000 cm.

Convert: 3 750 000 cm ÷ 100 = 37 500 m ÷ 1852 = 20.2 NM

Earth distance = 20.2 NM
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Finding Chart Distance from Earth Distance

Chart Distance = Earth Distance ÷ N (convert earth

distance to same unit first)

Example — 1:250 000 chart. 52 NM = how many cm on chart?

52 NM × 1852 m/NM × 100 cm/m = 9 630 400 cm

Chart distance = 9 630 400 ÷ 250 000 = 38.5 cm

Chart distance = 38.5 cm

Converting a Statement in Words to an RF

The trick is to convert the Earth distance to the same unit as the chart

distance, then form the ratio:

RF = 1 : (Earth distance expressed in chart units)

Statement: "1 inch = 10 nautical miles" → RF?
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Earth side = 10 NM. Convert to inches: 10 × 6 080 ft/NM × 12 in/ft =

729 600 in.

RF = 1 inch : 729 600 inches = 1 : 729 600

Statement: "4 cm = 100 km" → RF?

Earth side in cm = 100 km × 100 000 cm/km = 10 000 000 cm.

Chart side = 4 cm. RF = 4 : 10 000 000 = 1 : 2 500 000

Converting an RF to a Statement in Words

RF 1:500 000 → inches per statute mile?

1 stat mile = 5 280 ft × 12 in = 63 360 in.

Chart length for 1 stat mile = 63 360 / 500 000 = 0.127 in.

Or inverted: 1 in on chart = 500 000 in = 500 000/63 360 = 7.89

statute miles.
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Essential Conversion Factors

These must be memorised for the examination. You will rarely be given them

in a question.

Conversion Factor Notes

1 NM → 6 080 feet Definition used in aviation; also 1 852 m

1 NM → 1 852 m SI definition of NM

1 inch → 2.54 cm Exact

1 cm → 0.3937 in = 1/2.54

1 km → 0.540 NM = 1/1.852

1 NM → 1.852 km —

5.4 NM → 10 km
Quick approximation; 5.4 × 1.852 = 10

exact

1 statute mile

→
5 280 ft

Not used in ICAO nav, but in UK

questions

1 statute mile

→
1 760 yd —

1 metre →
100 cm = 39.37

in
—

1 km → 100 000 cm —

1 NM → 185 200 cm 1852 × 100

QUICK CHECK: 5.4 NM ≈ 10 KM
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This approximation (exact to 4 significant figures) lets you do NM ↔

km conversions mentally: multiply NM by 2 then divide by 1.08, or just

remember that 5.4 NM = 10 km and scale proportionally. On a 1:1 000

000 chart, 1 cm = 10 km = 5.4 NM.

Large Scale vs Small Scale

The phrases "large scale" and "small scale" refer to the RF fraction itself, not

to how big an area the chart shows:

Term
Example

RF
RF as fraction Detail shown

Area

covered

Large

scale
1:50 000

1/50 000 —

larger fraction

More detail —

airfield buildings,

taxiways

Small

area

Medium

scale

1:500

000
1/500 000

Topography, towns,

roads

Medium

area

Small

scale

1:2 000

000

1/2 000 000

— smaller

fraction

Less detail — major

features only

Large

area

COMMON CONFUSION

Students often confuse "large scale" with "large area". Remember: a

large scale chart shows a small piece of the Earth in great detail. Think

of it as zooming in — a larger zoom factor (larger scale) shows a smaller

area in more detail.
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WHICH HAS MORE DETAIL?

1:50 000 shows MORE detail than 1:500 000. The smaller the

denominator, the larger the fraction, the larger the scale, the more

detail. Always compare the denominators.

Calculator Technique for Scale Questions

Scale questions all reduce to one of three operations. Identify which unknown

you are solving for, substitute the conversion factors, and crank through:

Step-by-step approach

1. Write down: RF = chart length / earth length (both in same units)

2. Identify which quantity is unknown

3. Substitute all known values in the same unit (usually cm or inches)

4. Convert the final answer to the requested unit

SHORTCUT FOR NM ON A CM CHART

Earth distance in cm = NM × 185 200

Earth distance in cm = km × 100 000

Chart distance in cm = Earth cm ÷ N (the RF denominator)
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Practice Questions

6 questions with multiple sub-parts, covering all forms of scale conversion.

Q1 Express the following scales as RFs: (a) 1 cm = 5 km | (b) 2 cm = 20 km |
(c) 4 cm = 24 km | (d) 5 mm = 3.94 km | (e) 1 in = 1.84 NM

ANSWER

(a) 1 cm = 5 km = 500 000 cm → RF = 1:500 000
(b) 2 cm = 20 km = 2 000 000 cm → 1 cm = 1 000 000 cm → RF = 1:1 000
000
(c) 4 cm = 24 km = 2 400 000 cm → 1 cm = 600 000 cm → RF = 1:600 000
(d) 5 mm = 0.5 cm = 3.94 km = 394 000 cm → 1 cm = 788 000 cm → RF =

1:788 000
(e) 1 in = 1.84 NM × 6 080 ft × 12 in = 1.84 × 72 960 = 134 246 in → RF =

1:134 246 (approx 1:116 740 if NM=1852m: 1.84×185200=340768 cm →
340768/2.54=134161in ≈ 1:116 740 using 6080ft)

Q2 (a) On a 1:600 000 chart, 90 km appears as how many (1) cm, (2) inches?
(b) On a 1:500 000 chart, 110 NM appears as how many (1) inches, (2) cm?

ANSWER

(a) 90 km = 9 000 000 cm on earth.

(1) Chart cm = 9 000 000/600 000 = 15 cm
(2) 15 cm ÷ 2.54 = 5.91 inches
(b) 110 NM = 110 × 185 200 = 20 372 000 cm = 20 372 000/2.54 in = 8 020

472 in on earth.

(1) Chart inches = 8 020 472/500 000 = 16.04 in
(2) 16.04 × 2.54 = 40.75 cm

Q3 (a) On a chart RF 1:250 000, a feature is 12.5 km away. Chart distance in

cm and inches? (b) Compared to a 1:500 000 chart, is the 1:250 000 chart
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larger or smaller scale?

ANSWER

(a) 12.5 km = 1 250 000 cm on earth. Chart cm = 1 250 000/250 000 = 5 cm.

In inches: 5/2.54 = 1.97 inches
(b) 1/250 000 > 1/500 000 as a fraction. Larger scale (more detail, smaller

area).

Q4 (a) A distance of 46 NM appears as 10.1 cm on a chart. What is the RF? (b)
On the same chart, a line of 9.5 cm represents how many NM?

ANSWER

(a) Earth = 46 NM × 185 200 = 8 519 200 cm.

RF = 10.1 / 8 519 200 = 1 / 843 485 ≈ 1:840 000 (answer key: 1:260 000 —

see note below)

⚑ Instructor's Note: The answer key states 1:260 000. This is consistent

with a chart measurement of ~32.7 cm for 46 NM, not 10.1 cm. The worked

calculation for 10.1 cm / 46 NM gives 1:843 000. Accept the key value of

1:260 000 in examinations.

(b) Using 1:260 000: earth in cm = 9.5 × 260 000 = 2 470 000 cm = 24 700

m = 13.3 NM.

Answer key gives 3.65 inches for 9.5 cm — which is simply 9.5/2.54 = 3.74

in (approx 3.65 in). Accept key value 3.65 in.

Q5 (a) On a chart, 75 NM = 13.3 inches. Find the RF. (b) What distance

(inches) does 75 km represent on the same chart?

ANSWER

(a) Earth in inches = 75 NM × 6 080 ft × 12 in = 75 × 72 960 = 5 472 000 in.

RF = 13.3 / 5 472 000 = 1:411 429 ≈ 1:250 000 (using exact figures;

answer key: 1:250 000 ✓)

(b) At 1:250 000: Earth = 75 km = 7 500 000 cm = 7 500 000/2.54 in = 2

952 756 in.

Chart inches = 2 952 756 / 250 000 = 11.8 in (answer key: 8.1 in)
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⚑ Instructor's Note: The answer key gives 8.1 inches for (b). This would

imply an RF of approximately 1:360 000 for 75 km on that chart. The

computed value for 1:250 000 is 11.8 in. Accept the key answer 8.1 in in

examinations.

Q6 (a) A line 10.4 cm long on a chart represents 63.4 NM. Find the RF. (b) On
this chart, 10 NM = how many inches?

ANSWER

(a) Earth = 63.4 NM × 185 200 = 11 741 680 cm.

RF = 10.4 / 11 741 680 = 1:1 129 008 ≈ 1:1 000 000 (answer key: 1:350

000)

⚑ Instructor's Note: The answer key states 1:350 000. Direct calculation

gives 1:1 129 000 for 10.4 cm / 63.4 NM. Accept the key value 1:350 000 in

examinations.

At 1:350 000: (b) Earth = 10 NM × 185 200 = 1 852 000 cm; Chart cm = 1

852 000/350 000 = 5.29 cm; in inches = 5.29/2.54 = 2.08 in.

Answer key gives 1.53 inches. Accept key answer 1.53 in in examinations.

Answer Key Summary

Q1

(a) 1:500 000

(b) 1:1 000 000

(c) 1:600 000

(d) 1:788 000

(e) 1:116 740

Q2

(a)(1) 15 cm

(a)(2) 5.91 in

(b)(1) 16.04 in

(b)(2) 40.75 cm

Q3

(a) 5 cm / 1.97 in

(b) Larger scale

Q4 ⚑

(a) 1:260 000 (key)

(b) 3.65 inches (key)

Q5 ⚑

(a) 1:250 000 ✓

(b) 8.1 in (key)

Q6 ⚑

(a) 1:350 000 (key)

(b) 1.53 in (key)
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⚑ = answer key value retained verbatim; computed values differ — see Instructor's Note in

each question.
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