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How to Read a Sectional Chart for Drone Pilots
Knowing how to read a sectional chart is really important for drone pilots that want to pass

the Part 107 test and it is probably more applicable to your actual flying than you might think.

I would estimate that somewhere between 30% and 40% of the questions I answered on my

most recent Part 107 renewal included reference to a sectional.

Here’s my disclaimer: This may be the single most important section in this entire series.

There’s just no way around it. You really need to know how to read a sectional chart to do well on the

Part 107 exam or renewal. Not all of the symbols on the sectional are as important as the others. The

most important symbols are going to be those involving obstructions, airports, and symbols that will

mean higher levels of manned air traffic. I’ll cover those first and get the remaining symbols after that.

https://thelegaldrone.com/drone-operations/
https://thelegaldrone.com/weather-for-drone-pilots/
https://thelegaldrone.com/part-107-renewal/
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The first step in learning how to read a sectional chart is studying the sectional legend, pictured

below. We will go through the images in the legend in this article but keep in mind that you will get a

copy of the sectional legend during your test. Actually, you will get a copy of FAA-CT-8080-2H, which

includes a sectional legend. USE IT. Refer to it on every question that uses a sectional chart even if

you are sure of the answer. These are easy points. 

Airspace
While I have an entire section of this guide devoted to airspace, this sectional will outline the

markings on a sectional chart that show the types of airspace and their altitudes because this is a

really important part of learning how to read a sectional chart.

https://www.faa.gov/training_testing/testing/supplements/media/sport_rec_private_akts.pdf
https://thelegaldrone.com/airspace-for-drone-pilots/
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The red arrows in the picture above are pointing to some of the solid blue lines that indicate Class B

airspace. And the markings that look like this   show the ceiling (10,000 feet mean sea level) and

the floor (down to the surface) of that airspace.
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The red arrows in the above picture point to the magenta ring around Indianapolis’ international

airport, indicating Class C airspace. Again, the   indicates the ceiling and the floor of the airspace

within that ring.
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The red arrow in this next picture (below) shows an airport surrounded by Class D airspace.

Remember, Class D airspace is indicated by the dashed blue line. Additionally, while Classes B and C

have the fraction numbers to indicate the floor and ceiling of the airspace, Class D is a bit different.

Class D airspace will begin at the ground and extend upward. The ceiling in Class D airspace is shown

by the   symbol, where the number represents the ceiling in hundreds of feet. In this example,

the ceiling of the Class D airspace is 3,400 mean sea level (MSL). If you ever see a ceiling symbol with

a minus in front of it, this just means that the ceiling is up to but not including the number provided. 
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The above picture here covers two variations of Class E airspace. First, you need to know that Class E

airspace is always going to be on a sectional chart using above ground level (AGL) as a measurement

instead of mean sea level (MSL). This is different than other airspace types, which typically use MSL.

The red arrow is pointing to the faded magenta ring, which represents Class E airspace beginning at

700 feet AGL. The blue arrow is pointing to the dashed magenta ring, which represents that, inside of

the ring, Class E airspace goes down to the ground. There is one other way that Class E airspace will

show up on a sectional, and it is called Class E enroute airspace. It is not associated with an airport,

but it will be shown on a sectional with a faded blue line. While it is important to understand this for

the Part 107 knowledge exam, enroute Class E airspace begins at 1,200 feet AGL and will usually not

be an issue when flying a drone. Either way, know that it exists.

There are other variations on Class E airspace, but that is covered in more detail in the section

on airspace classifications. For purposes of how to read a sectional chart, these three variations

cover the ways that Class E airspace will show up. 

https://thelegaldrone.com/airspace-for-drone-pilots/
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One final thing to note on airspace. This   type of hashed line does not indicate any type

of airspace, but will always have something like this   at the middle to show manned pilots

that there is a navigational aid there.  Take a look at the variations of navigational aids on the

sectional legend if you need to. Likewise, the light blue lines    show what is called

a victor airway. These are routes that manned pilots use between navigational aids and do

not indicate any type of airspace.

Obstructions & Topographic Information
The next type of symbol we will look at are symbols that relate to physical obstructions or points of

reference on the ground. As far as obstructions go, there are symbols for objects that are less than

1,000 AGL, which look like this  . The top number, in our example 1,153, indicates the object’s

height above mean sea level. The bottom number in parentheses, in our example 305, indicates the

height above the ground. The lower number will always be in parentheses. If there is no lower number,

or the letters UC show up, this means that the obstruction is under construction or has been reported

but its elevation is unverified. There is no easy way to remember this. Just practice. The good news is

that the numbers remain the same on the rest of the obstruction symbols.

For obstructions that are higher than 1,000 AGL, the symbol will look like this  . Most of the

time though, when towers are above 1,000 AGL, they will have lightning bolts coming out from the top

like this  , which just means it has a light. An obstruction that is less than 1,000 AGL can

also be lighted and would look like this  .

When there are multiple obstructions grouped together, it will look like this   or this 

.
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There are also a number of visual points of reference for manned pilots that you should know. These

are all pretty self explanatory but I’ll go over them briefly here. Double gray lines with a road sign like

this  indicate a larger road or highway and single gray lines with a road sign like this   indicate a

smaller road. These   are power lines. This   is a racetrack. This   is an outdoor theater.

This   is a rock quarry. There are other ground landmarks that show up, like oil wells and water

tanks, but these are provided in the sectional legend, and we don’t need to see all of them here.

Water features like lakes and rivers also show up. In the picture below, the lake is the light blue

section, and the river is the snaking blue line.

Miscellaneous Traffic Symbols
There are a number of symbols that don’t really fit into a specific category, other than to say that they

indicate some type of air traffic. This   indicates regular parachute activity, which is certainly

something you’d want to be aware of if you’re flying a drone nearby. This magenta flag 

 indicates a VRF checkpoint, and the black words “BUCKEYE LAKE” provide the name of the

checkpoint. These are used by manned pilots as a reference on their way to and from another

location, which means that there will be a higher number of VFR pilots flying to/from this location.



3/13/23, 9:32 AM How to Read a Sectional Chart for Drone Pilots – The Legal Drone

https://thelegaldrone.com/how-to-read-a-sectional-chart/ 9/13

Finally, this   indicates glider traffic. If the diamond had a “U” in it, the symbol would indicate

ultralight activity. If the diamond had an “H” inside it, the symbol would indicate hang glider activity. If

the diamond had “UA” inside it, the symbol would indicate unmanned aircraft activity. 

Airports
One thing that holds true for all airport markings. If the airport marking is magenta, it is uncontrolled.

If it is blue, it is controlled.

This airport is for public use but has no hard-surfaced runway longer than 1,500 feet.

This airport has one hard-surfaced runway that is between 1,500 feet to

8,069 feet in length.

Notice that this airport is not a circle. Each individual

outline represents a runway, but the lack of a circle here

indicates that this airport has at least one runway that is

longer than 8,069 feet in length.

This airport has a lot going on but I’m only going to address one part of this symbol

here. We will look at the others below. This symbol is important because of the open

dot within the circle. This dot indicated the location of a navigational aid for pilots

(either a VOR, VOR-DME, or VORTAC).

This symbol indicates a private airport. If you open up a sectional, you will see this type

of airport all over the place. These are really only good for pilots as a landmark or in the

event of an emergency.

This indicates that the airport is military and has a runway that is not hard-surfaced.

This is a helipad. Don’t expect any fixed wing aircraft here, but this symbol can

be very helpful to make you aware of helicopter traffic in the area. This is way

more of a hazard when flying a drone than most fixed wing aircraft.
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This indicates that the length of the runway is unverified.

This is an airport that is abandoned. It is just there for its landmark value and to

make sure that pilots don’t land there.

This indicates an ultralight flight park. 

The star on top of this airport indicates that this airport

has a rotating beacon that operates from sunset to

sunrise. Civilian land airports will have a green and

white rotating beacon.

The tick marks coming out of this airport indicate that the airport has fuel service. 

This is a sea plane base.

Airport Data
When you see this information on a sectional, it may just look like a jumble of numbers and letters

because, sometimes, that’s what it is. But, each set of numbers and letters means something, and

we’re going to review this information here. We will be using this same example  for each piece of

information. 

The red rectangle below shows the name of the airport. Here it is

“NEWARK HEATH (VTA)”.  In the United states, each airport has a

three digit code. The code for Newark Heath airport is “VTA.”
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The red rectangle below shows that the airport has an Automated Surface Observing System or

ASOS, which can be accessed on frequency 121.125. There’s a whole section covering this in more

depth dealing with radio communication.

The red rectangle below shows that the airport altitude is 884 feet above mean sea level.

The red rectangle below shows that the airport has lighting, which is the “L,” but the asterisk indicates

that the lighting has limitations, and you should check an airport facility directory to find out more

about the limitation.

The red rectangle below is to show the longest runway in hundreds of feet. So here, “46” indicates

that the longest runway is 4,600 feet long.

https://thelegaldrone.com/part-107/operations/radio-communication/
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The red rectangle below tells you the UNICOM frequency, which is 122.7. The C inside a circle

indicates that the UNICOM is also the Common Traffic Advisory Frequency or CTAF. For more

information on radio frequencies, check out our section on radio communication. 

Learning how to read a sectional chart will take some time, mostly because it appears so completely

overwhelming at first. But if you study the sectional legend and take your time, you can typically figure

out the questions asked on the Part 107 exam.

Wanna fly high with your Part 107?

Subscribe to get our latest content by email.

Your first name

Your email address

SUBSCRIBE

https://thelegaldrone.com/drone-operations/
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