
the sun is 32 angular minutes, in order to get the altitude of the sun’s center you should add 
16 minutes to the measured altitude, but in our demonstrations with a pretend horizon this 
correction can be neglected.) 

Once you have measured the sun’s altitude you need to do some simple arithmetic to get the 
latitude. (This is usually worth explaining even if you are doing the demonstration in the 
morning or afternoon.) First, the altitude angle has to be subtracted from 90°, since latitude 
runs from 0° at the equator to 90° at the pole, and the altitude does just the opposite. Second, a 
correction has to be made for the seasonal motion of the sun. This seasonal correction is called 
the sun’s declination. It is positive in the summer and negative in the winter as shown in the 
second figure below. The declination can be found for each day in a table in the Sun Almanac 
(tables for 2011 & 2012 are attached at the end). Finally you have the simple equation: 

 Latitude = 90°  – Altitude (from sextant) + Declination (from Almanac) 

(It should be noted that this equation is only valid when the sun sight uses the southern 
horizon, as we do in the northern hemisphere. In the southern hemisphere using the northern 
horizon, the equation is instead: Latitude = -90º + Altitude + Declination.) 

For more information on taking sun sights see the “Celestial Navigation Primer”. 
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