
Summits On The Air 

Guy Hamblen, N7UN aka nS0TA 

Adapted by Rob, W3DX 

November 10, 2015 

"Ham Radio with Altitude" 



Summits on the Air 
• How did it start? 

• What is it? 

• How do I participate? 

• Can I get any awards? 

• How do I start activating 

and what equipment 

should I use? 
 

 

 



“For as long as there has been 

radio, amateurs (hams) have 

taken their stations to the tops of 

hills” 

“It’s perhaps a little surprising 

then that no formal program for 

activating summits existed until 

March 2002!”  



How did SOTA start? 

• Original idea of John, G3WGV and Richard, G3CWI 

• Launched on March 2nd 2002 

• Web based applications 

– Hosted transactional PostgreSQL database   

– More than 5 million QSO’s in the SOTA Database 

– More than 8,800 registered users worldwide 

– Sophisticated web portal/reflector  

– Alerting, spotting, forum, etc. 

– Regional SOTA reflectors – NA SOTA on Yahoo 

– 51 DXCC countries and over 73,500 peaks in the SOTA 
database and ...growing fast!! 

– Over 33,000 qualified SOTA summits in North America! 

 



Something for Everyone! 



What is SOTA? 

 “Summits on the Air (SOTA) is an award program for radio 

amateurs and shortwave listeners that encourages portable 

operation in mountainous areas. SOTA has been carefully 

designed to make participation possible for everyone.  

 

It’s NOT just for mountaineers!! 

 

There are awards for activators (those who ascend to the 

summits) and chasers (who either operate from home, a local 

hilltop or are even Activators on other summits).”  From 

www.sota.org.uk  

 

   Meditation on emergency preparedness.  

 

  

 



General SOTA Principles 

•  One set of generic rules for everyone 

•  DX entities form one or more “Associations” 

   USA and Canada are exceptions  

•  Associations maintain a list of summits 

•  SOTA scoring is based on the elevation of the peak 

•  Activators, Chasers & SWLs are participants 

•  Various awards, Honor Rolls, etc.  

•  Totally web-based administration 

•  Patterned after IOTA, Islands on the Air 



 When is a peak not a SOTA peak? 

• A qualified SOTA peak is when: 

– Prominence is greater than 500 ft (150m) from 

surrounding peaks 

• Peak qualification rules: 

– Vertical separation concept (500’ prominence) 

• Private property with permission only 

• Respect for Native American and Government 

properties 

 



Prominence Definition 
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SOTA Scoring 

• Based on ASL elevation of a qualified peak 

– Varies by Association 

– May include a “seasonal winter bonus” for activators 

– Same points awarded for Chasers and SWLs 

• Scoring example for W7I – Idaho: 

Under 5000’   1 point (241 peaks) 

5000’ to <6000’  2 points (248 peaks) 

6000’ to <7500’  4 points (599 peaks) 

7500’ to <9500’  6 points (916 peaks) 

9500’ to <11000’  8 points (382 peaks) 

11000’ +   10 points (75 peaks) 

               Virginia: 4000 feet = 10 points 

 

 



Participation Roles 

Each group scores “points” for their 

participation.  Points then total for 

awards. 

Activators:  

those who  

“activate” a peak 

Chasers: those who 

chase the activator 

Short Wave Listeners: 

those who can  

confirm a qso 



Web Tools for SOTA 

• www.sota.org.uk 

– The main site about the 

SOTA program 

• www.sotawatch.org 

– Alerts, spots and a forum 

– Register to participate 

• Anyone can read 

information posted 

• www.sotadata.org.uk 

– Log chasing and activating 

QSO’s 

– Register to enter QSO’s 

and see more detail 











SOTA Awards 

• Certificates 

•   100, 250 and 500 points 

• Mountain Goat 

– 1000 activating points 

• Shack Sloth 

– 1000 chasing points 

• SWL 

• Association awards 

• Further certificates at 
2500, 5000, 10000 points 



   VHF+ 

– A lot of 2m FM 

– SSB is popular 

– About 60% qsos   
are CW 

Bands and Modes 

HF 

–A lot of CW, due to use of QRP equipment  

–10118 kHz, 14060 kHz, 14342.5 kHz are 

popular 

–SSB is rapidly gaining popularity  



Have a go! 
• You don’t have to be a mountaineer! 

– Some summits where you can almost drive to the top 

– You can participate from your shack 

• But if you are a hiker... 

– There are many first expeditions yet to be done 

– It’s a good excuse to enjoy the outdoors on the summit looking at 

the views 

– It’s a great way to bring two hobbies together 



Mountain safety 

• Safety is most important to SOTA 

• Competence rule… Don’t take risks 

• SOTA does not add to the risks 

– Mountain peaks are dangerous already 

• Golden rules 

– Don’t take abnormal or unreasonable 

risks 

– Keep track of time, especially in winter 

– Don’t get cold - Bring extra clothes! 

– Drink water, have food, be prepared for 

emergencies 

 



Principal Rules for Activators 

• Cannot operate connected to a vehicle in any way 

• Must operate from portable power source 

• Must carry all equipment to operating location 

• Must make at least four QSOs to claim points 

• QSO’s via repeaters don’t count 



Equipment 
• It’s all a lot easier these days! 

– Equipment is smaller, lighter and more efficient 

– Battery technology has improved immensely 

– APRS and Cell phone SMS msg for self-spotting 

 

• Typical activator radios 

– ATS-series, FT817, IC-703, Elecraft K1, KX1 the 

very popular KX3! 

– Various handy-talkies for 2m-70cm FM etc 

 



Typical SOTA Antennas 



Summary 
• SOTA’s program promotes 

Activating, Chasing and 

SWLing 

• SOTA has great web tools: 

– Alerting 

– Spotting 

– Database 

• Be careful – it’s addictive! 

• Most of all have FUN! 



Possible Side effects 

• Possibly improve your health by getting you 

moving, walking, or maybe even hiking And 

possibly meet some new friends who like to do 

same? 

• It’ll for sure improve your equipment’s readiness. 

(go-bag) 

• It’ll improve your operating skills 

• Improve you knowledge and awareness of the 

geography and topography of your area/region. 

• You’ll no doubt see trees, planets, flowers and 

wildlife no seen before! 


