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The North Points 
 

There are three north’s commonly used in Great Britain: 
 

 Grid North: The direction of the vertical grid lines on a map 
True North: The actual direction of the geographical north pole (for practical map 
reading purposes True North and Grid North are the same) 
Magnetic North: The direction indicated by the compass needle on a magnetic 
compass. Magnetic North moves slowly with a variable rate and currently is west of 
Grid North in Great Britain. 

Differences 
The difference between True North and Magnetic North is called MAGNETIC 
VARIATION or declination (in america). The difference between Grid North and 
Magnetic North is called GRID MAGNETIC ANGLE (GMA). It is this angle which needs 
to be applied when converting between magnetic and grid bearings. The difference 
between True North and Grid North is called GRID CONVERGENCE.  

On OS Explorer Maps, the difference between True North and Grid North is given in the 
marginal information as is the difference between True North and Magnetic North. The 
magnetic variation for the year the map was made is showed, but to make it correct for the 
present year you need to do some simple calculations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Calculating the GMA 
 

Required Info: 1. Today's Date (2008), 2. Date of Map Info (2005), 3. Difference (3 Years), 4. GMA in 2005 

(2°19’), 5. Annual Change (10’ East) 
 

Example: (using map info above) 
- If annual change is 10’ East per year over 3 years the total change is 10 x 3 = 30’ East 

- The GMA in 2005 was 2°19’, but it has since changed 30’ East. so 2°19’ – 30’ = 1°49’ 
- The NEW GMA is now 1°49’ East  
-Compasses only work in degrees so if you have 30’ or more you round up and if the number is 29’ or lower 
then you round down, so the number you will add to convert a grid bearing to a mag bearing is 2°. 
 

Notes: 

- If Annual Change is East then subtract the difference, or add if it is West 
- There are 60 Degrees (°) in a Minute (‘) 

 
GRID to MAGNETIC conversion, ADD the GMA         MAGNETIC to GRID conversion, SUBTRACT the GMA 

At the centre of the N and S sheets true north is 1°13’ and 1°12’ east of 
grid north. Magnetic north is estimated at 2°21’ and 2°19’ west of grid 
north respectively for Jul 2005. Annual change is approximately 10’ east. 


