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A Comparison of Smart phone Navigation Apps: 

OS maps and ViewRanger   

Cost  

If you compare the premium versions of these two products the costs have a fairly similar annual 

subscription. It is always tricky to make this type of comparison because each one has its own peculiar 

advantages and disadvantages. Currently the annual subscription for the Premium services costs 

£29.99 for OS Maps and £24.99 for ViewRanger. 

Both the apps are free to download but if you buy a paper OS map you are given a code which 

allows you to download the map and access it in perpetuity. This however does not include having the 

advantage of many of the premium service options such as exporting your routes to friends, aerial 

3D, snap to path features and some of the printing features. It also limits your access to the areas that 

are covered by the paper maps you have purchased. So I would recommend getting the premium 

service especially if you are heading off the beaten track where mobile signal may be sporadic. 

With ViewRanger the basic cycle maps are free but your annual subscription covers access to the 

1:50 OS Landranger and the 1:25 OS Explorer maps. If you like to create routes and are happy to 

share with the public you are paid with credits that you can use to buy other routes or even maps 

covering other parts of the world. 

Ease of Use 

I find the OS Maps app very 

user friendly and intuitive. 

The icons on ViewRanger app 

were rather alien at first and 

needed a little getting used to 

and the ‘plus’ and ‘minus’ signs 

used to expand and contract the 

size of the map are not easy to 

find at first. 
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Recording Tracks 

OS Maps only permits you to either follow a route or record a route you cannot do both at the same 

time unless you use two devices. 

ViewRanger allows you to record and follow a track simultaneously - great if you deviate from your 

intended route and want to preserve it for the future. 

Access 

OS Maps is limited to the UK 

ViewRanger is worldwide. 

You do need to purchase the maps for the relevant part of the world unless you are happy to 

navigate using the more basic OpenCycleMap or ViewRanger Landscape or ViewRanger Outdoors 

Maps which are free. 

Plotting or Creating Routes 

I tend to do this at home on my laptop or main computer (going 

in through the browser) both systems seem to be equally good 

at the plotting and route creation part.  

There is a Snap to Path option in National parks in OS maps 

and a Route Generation tool in ViewRanger.  

ViewRanger also provides user-created routes that can be 

downloaded within the app itself, and if you don’t have the 

offline map already you can choose to download both together. 

Printing Options 

OS Maps has an amazing variety of printing options 

ViewRanger is very poor by comparison. 

 

Synchronisation 

ViewRanger requires you to remember to ‘Sync’ your tracks and 

routes every time 

Alarm 

ViewRanger allows you to set an alarm if you deviate from your route 

OS Maps doesn’t have this feature at all. 
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Customer Service 

ViewRanger has amazing customer service often responding within a few hours. 

OS Maps customer service is poor. 

GPS location 

Both have the ability to pinpoint your location. 

Free Trial 

Both have this option and I would strongly advise you to take advantage of it. 

Devices 

Both work on Smartphone, tablet and computer but only ViewRanger is compatible with Wear OS 

Google Smartwatches. 

Offline Use 

Both can be used offline but you must remember to download the map at home before you head off. 

OS Maps app has the ability to download a wide variety of maps types in a single download. 

ViewRanger , conversely, requires you to download OS LandRanger, Explorer, and Satellite maps 

separately. You will have to download your off-line maps again if and when you upgrade your 

phone. 

Maps 

OS Maps premium service gives you access to 1:50 LandRanger and 1:25 Explorer maps 

ViewRanger premium service gives you access to both of those two maps plus GB overview map and 

GB road map. 

Augmented Reality Feature (AR) 

Both ViewRanger and OS Maps have this facility which 

uses the devices camera to identify prominent features 

in the surrounding landscape. I have not much 

experience with this feature but it does sound like it is 

intended to overcome one of the major drawbacks of 

using a smartphone for navigation ‘allowing you to see 

beyond the edge of the map’. 

The availability of AR varies depending on your 

phone.  Google lists all phones that support AR. 
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 Three Dimensional Fly-Through  

Both the Aerial3D (in OS Maps) and the 3D Flyover(in 

ViewRanger) have this property.   

This is a really useful attribute which allows you to 

preview, replay and share your routes and tracks as a 

breathtakingly stunning three dimensional video. Being 

able to visualise a route beforehand is a real asset 

and can help with your preparations for the walk. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Managing the Drawbacks 

To maximise battery life use the device settings to shut down all non-essential power drains and have 
an external battery pack handy should it become necessary.  You need be concerned about this in 

practice only if your walk is a long one, your battery does not hold its charge well or you start out 
with a low charge (not recommended). 
 

Durability 

 Use a toughened case. 

 Ensure your GPS accuracy is maxımised by setting the correct date, time and time zone- use 

Set Automatically 

 Incorrect settings on your home computers can sync to your phone-verify the date, time and 

time zone settings on any computer that syncs with your phone. 

I hope this has been helpful to some of you who have been considering using this lockdown period to 

explore the countryside from home as recommended by the Government but would like to use this 

period not just to expand their knowledge of the local footpath network but to learn a new skill. 

Provided you heed the practical advice at the start of this article the whole experience should be a 

gratifying and useful supplement to your walking. 

Louise S  


