
Using Overlays in Google Earth 
 

Written by Peter Gill, website: http://petergill.webs.com September 2010. 
 

There are times when you find a map of an area showing structures that do not exist 
anymore, or you find diagrams / floor layouts of old buildings that are in ruins. Maybe 
you find maps that show where riverbeds used to exist. These maps are great tools in 
Treasure hunting. 
 
In the Google Earth software there is a facility called an overlay where you can place 
these diagrams / maps directly into the latest image that is shown. This is useful in that 
you can see what the place looked like then, and what it looks like now, thus showing 
you where to look for foundations and other items. 
 
I am going to give you a step-by-step guide on how to create overlays with your maps or 
diagrams. 
 
For this tutorial I have created a map of a place where a mining village was, which has 
now been totally flattened and graded over for a future housing estate. 
 
 

 
 
This is the map that we will be using for this project. The map that you are going to use 
must be scanned into the computer as a JPG file. Once this has been done, then you will 
need to start up Google Earth. I am using Google Earth 5.2 for this tutorial, but all 
versions are basically the same. 
 
You will need to start up Google Earth. Once in the software you will now need to 
search for the place where you wish to place the overlay. 
 

http://petergill.webs.com/


 
 
In the above graphic, you can see that there was something there at one time or another. 
In real life, this place was torn down about 10 years ago. I have been here detecting the 
foundations before it was graded last year ready for a new development that is in the 
planning stages. 
 
The GPS co-ordinates for this place, if you wish to go and look are: 26°17’50.43”S 
27°39’46.59”E 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
This is what the foundations and area looked like before being bulldozed. If you look at 
Google Earth now, there is nothing left. 
 
When you have found the place in Google Earth, you need to press “Add” on the main 
menu, and then choose “”Image Overlay” or press “Ctrl + Shift + O” 
 



 
 
 
You will then need to fill in the Name of the overlay. Click “Browse” and then search for 
your graphic (JPG). 
 

 



 
When you have the graphic on the screen, the next step is to position the graphic to fit 
Google Earth. 
The easiest way to do this is to move the “Opaque” slide on the properties box so that 
you can see the main area underneath the overlay, and then to move the properties box 
to one side and then use the resizing handles to minimize or maximize and the cross in 
the middle to move the graphic into the right position. 
 

 
Once you have finished positioning the overlay, move the properties box back into the 
screen and move the “Opaque” slider right across to its max position then press the 
“Altitude” tab and make sure that the drop down menu is set to “Clamped to Ground”. 
 
 

 



When you have done this, press the “Ok” button and go back to Google Earth. You have 
now finished the overlay. Now click on “File” and then “Save” to save your project. I 
also make sure that the overlay file in the side bar of Google Earth is next to the main 
link to that area. 
 
Now if you minimize or maximize the Google Earth map, the overlay will also minimize 
and maximize. 
 
To use the overlay, you can move the “Opaque” slider in the side bar to make the 
overlay show or not show, or you can disable or enable the tick box next to the overlay 
file name in the side menu bar, this will either make the overlay appear or disappear. 
 
 

 
 
I hope that this tutorial will be of great help to you. I have found using overlays to be 
very useful in my search for sites, and to identify structure that used to be on a piece of 
ground before demolition. 
 
Please give feedback, or if you need to know more, send me an email to: 
 
mailto:bugs_south_africa@yahoo.com
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