
 Wildlife / Bird Photography



The Big Five

Leopard

Cape Buffalo

Rhino

Elephant Lion



Wildlife photography more so than other styles does need a good camera. It has more 
challenges than other genres, however, it does not need to be avoided.  

Good comes at different levels of cost. As a beginner, you don’t have to remortgage the house, 
but you should expect to spend a few dollars if you are getting started. 

Some of the difficulties you will encounter while shooting wildlife: 
•Most animals are skittish 
•Most animals are fast and unpredictable 
•Most animals are active during dawn, dusk, and/or in darker settings like forests 
•Nature tends to be relatively harsh and can include rain, snow, mud, sand, and more 

In order to handle these challenges, you will need to choose your gear carefully, you will also 
need to prepare yourself, do your homework. Researching the animals you are shooting and the 
environment you are shooting in will pay dividends in achieving great shots. 

While I am not technically a ‘wildlife photographer’, I have spent countless hours taking photos 
of domestic animals and wildlife, in Melbourne, in South Africa, Canada and Alaska.



The Gear: (The camera)

Saltwater and 
sand are the 
camera’s worst 
enemy

Heavy rain during 
this shoot



The Gear: (The lens I use) - 1/4000Sec F10 ISO 4000 - Nikkor 180 to 600 f5.6-6.3 VR ZTC 1.4x

252mm

580mm

840mm



The Gear: (The accessories) 

A tripod 
In wildlife photography, many beginners prefer the freedom of handheld shooting, but the weight and 
length of super-telephoto lenses make tripods an asset. Not only do they ensure sharper shots, but they 
also reduce the physical strain, especially during prolonged sessions. 
Investing in a tripod is a choice, but if you decide to get one, don’t skimp on quality. A bargain tripod 
might seem attractive initially, but shaky legs or a wobbly head can ruin your shots or even damage your 
gear. You want something robust, built to last. And let’s face it: wildlife often means unpredictable 
terrains and weather, so durability is paramount. 
If the thought of carrying a tripod sounds cumbersome, consider a monopod. It’s a lighter alternative, 
and while it doesn’t provide the same stability as a tripod, it still offers significant support, especially in 
low-light situations. 

A teleconverter 
Teleconverters aren’t a necessity, but they’re definitely a tool that every wildlife photography beginner 
should know about. Essentially, they amplify your lens’s focal length, and there are three main varieties: 
the 1.4x, the 1.7x, and the mighty 2x. 
With a teleconverter, a 300mm lens can effectively reach up to 600mm, which is a significant leap – one 
that comes for a fraction of the price of a dedicated 600mm lens. But there’s a trade-off. Mounting a 
teleconverter reduces the amount of light your lens can capture, so a 300mm f/2.8 lens becomes a 
slower 600mm f/5.6 with a 2x teleconverter. Additionally, image quality can take a slight hit, especially 
with longer teleconverters. 
Therefore, if you want to use a teleconverter but absolute sharpness is your goal, make sure you’re 
starting with a top-notch lens and perhaps lean toward the 1.4x teleconverter for minimal loss of 
sharpness.



Exposure
Successful wildlife images (and all images for that matter) must be properly exposed so that they 
do not look too light or too dark. Creating a correct exposure essentially boils down to 
controlling the amount of light that reaches the film or digital sensor. Cameras control this 
through the inter-workings of three factors: the size of the opening in the lens (aperture), the 
duration that the shutter is open (shutter speed) and the sensitivity of the sensor (ISO).  

This can be best described using the exposure triangle.

The histogram is a great way to make sure the 
image is exposed correctly. The Histogram 
offers a visual representation of the exposure. 
The left-hand side represents the shadows 
(blacks), the right-hand side represents the 
highlights (whites). As long as the graph does 
not touch the sides (clip) then the image is well 
exposed.  



Aperture - Depth of Field (DOF)
How much of the image is in focus? 
Items that impact DOF include: 
1- Focal Length, essentially the longer your lens, the shallower your DOF 
2- Distance to Subject, the nearer you are to the subject the shallower your DOF, this 
especially applies in macro. 
3- Aperture Setting, The more you open up the aperture of your lens, the resulting image has a 
shallower DOF

Blurry Nose

Sharp Eye

Sharp Nose

Sharp Eye





What is Shutter Speed? 

Shutter speed is the length of time the 
camera shutter is open, exposing light 
to the camera sensor. Essentially, it’s 
how long your camera spends taking a 
photo. Measured in seconds down to 
increments of a second with some 
cameras shooting as fast as 1/32,000 
sec. 

This has a few important effects in how 
your images will appear. 

Changing the brightness of your photo, 
and creating dramatic effects by either 
freezing action or blurring motion. 

1/400sec f5.6, ISO 500

Shutter Speed



Favourable motion blur - panning birds in flight - 1/125 sec - f5.6 ISO 800



Unfavourable 
motion blur – 
Slow shutter 
speed not 
freezing the 
action





ISO
ISO Test 

Each camera manages the noise generated from high ISO differently. It is important you understand the 
limitations of YOUR camera. The way to achieve this is by completing an ISO Test.  

It is important you have different colours in your scene for the test. A fruit bowl is usually a great subject. 
You normally have red, yellow, orange, green, just add white and black (paper is a good option). 
Set your camera open a tripod. Set your camera to JPG. 
Start with the lowest ISO setting. Adjust your exposure to provide a properly exposed image.  
Repeat the process for every ISO setting you have 200, 320, 400 … 
Once you have gone through the range available on your camera, review the images on your computer. 

You will notice at a certain stage 
there is a considerable drop in quality 
(High Noise). Different colours will 
have different levels of noise, black 
for example is before white.  
Once you understand the limitations 
of the ISO on your camera you can 
use that to your advantage with 
confidence. 



Camera Settings – Wildlife
Set your camera to manual mode 

ISO - Set to Auto ISO, you may want to limit the highest ISO you go to based on the ISO test conducted earlier, I 
would suggest up to 6400 ISO with modern cameras should be acceptable. 

As a starting point set the aperture to the widest setting your lens allows f5.6, f6.3 or f8 
Shutter Speed -	 	 1/1000 sec for stationary or large slow-moving animals 
	 	 	 	 	 	 1/2000 sec for larger birds in flight 

1/3200 sec medium to small birds in flight 
1/5000 sec hummingbirds and the like 

These speeds will allow to freeze the animal and get as much detail as possible. 

If the results are too bright or too dark, you can adjust the shutter speed and or aperture accordingly 



Exposure Compensation 
Shooting in Auto or Semi-auto modes (aperture or shutter priority) or auto ISO, means the camera 
will make the final decision on how bright your photos will be. The camera doesn’t always get the 
result you are looking for.  

Exposure compensation will tell the camera to adjust the brightness. This is particularly important in 
Bird Photography as the main subject is generally speaking small and the background often the 
brighter sky, the camera may get confused and adjust the settings to get a well-exposed sky 
rendering the important aspect off the image too dark. The answer is then to over-expose your 
image. Using the ‘+’ sign, depending on how bright the sky is, will depend on how much you 
overexpose, some trial and error will be needed. On a bright, clear, blue sky, I would probably start 
with +2 ‘f’ stops over.  

Note if you are shooting in manual mode, then you do not need exposure compensation since you 
have already taken control of the camera settings.

Source: https://digital-photography-school.com/how-to-use-exposure-compensation/



Focus
• Getting the perfect exposure is one very important aspect in achieving a great image. 

• Focus is another, a sharp image is essential, you may not be able to get the whole image 
sharp due to the ‘depth of field’, however your main subject must be sharp. Blur or out of 
focus images is the one thing that cannot be easily fixed in post, you must get it right in 
camera. 

• With animal photography, similar to portrait photography, it is essential that the eye of the 
subject is in focus. 

• How to achieve sharp images: 

• Manual versus Auto Focus 

• Auto Focus Modes - Continuous auto focus, AF-C, AF Servo. 

• Auto Focus Selection Points 

• Shutter Speed  

• Hand held shutter speed rule Full Sensor 1-1 (50mm lens - 1/50sec) Crop Sensor 1-1.5 
(50mm lens - 1/75sec) 

3d tracking if available or Group or Single Focal point, in the centre (you can adjust the 
composition with the crop.) 

Fast Burst mode shooting - just be careful not to fill the buffer too soon.



Composition
We have discussed Exposure and Focus, we are now onto the last important factor to 
create photos that create a WOW factor. While there are composition rules, which I will 
cover in this manual, these can be broken. I would encourage you to learn the rules first 
and use them well, then you can stretch and break them feeding your artistic, creative 
style. 

It is worth noting at this stage, that the camera itself has little to do with creating the 
WOW image. The photographer on the other hand, armed with these tools will be able to 
create masterpieces.  

In instances where the animal doesn’t fill the frame, you can always compose your image 
during the crop. Remember though, cropping means you are throwing away pixels. 

Below I will focus on the rules that apply to wildlife photography:  
Rule of thirds 
Leading lines 
Negative space 
Rule of odds



Rule of Thirds



Diagonals – Leading Lines



Negative Space



Rule of Odds
Avoid even numbered items in your photos, when taking photos of trees, have 1, 
3 or 5 trees as opposed to 2, 4, or 6. Any more than 6 becomes a group and you 
should be ok with either even or odd. Same with other subjects, please do not 
mistake this with 2 items in your image, a main subject and then a secondary 
one. With wildlife you will often have to work with what presents itself and rely on 
other rules of composition to create a strong image.



Background
As a wildlife photographer you are often so focused on the subject that 
you overlook the backdrop. Some superb photographs can be ruined by 
busy backgrounds or distracting elements in the frame. Be aware of your 
surroundings. An alternative would be to create distance between the 
subject and the background wildlife photographers can produce images 
with backgrounds that are pleasantly out of focus and that highlight the 
bird rather than distract from it by shooting with a shallower DOF. Be 
careful the shallower the DOF the more important it is to get the focus 
right.



The Pose - Perch
Some wildlife have unique and well suited pose or perch, a majestic Bird 
of Prey perched on a branch, a rainbow lorikeet on a stump or a fairy 
wren jumping from twig to twig or rock to rock.

What about 
that Sea 
Eagle?

Did you see 
that Superb 

Wren’s 
perch?



Essential tips 
10 essential tips to level up your wildlife photos: 
Now that you’re familiar with the wildlife photography basics, let’s take a look at some 
practical tips to get you capturing photos like the pros! 

• Know your gear
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Include multiple 
subjects of the same 

species 



Include more 
than one 
species
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Photograph every animal that comes your way
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Don’t forget to post-process your wildlife shots

Original File

Edited File, Cropped 
and converted to B&W
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Be creative while having fun



Digital Creativity, software packages 
such as Photoshop can create fun 

unusual images. Note images like this 
may not be allowed in wildlife 

competitions. Make sure you read the 
rules carefully

Burst mode, images collated 
on one frame in post



 
 
In summary: 
Wildlife photography requires patience, skill, the right equipment, and more. And if you’re proactive, 
and you avoid common mistakes – like neglecting the quality of light or using inadequate gear – you can 
improve your photos, fast! 
With dedication, practice, and a commitment to learning from your mistakes and those of others, you 
can transform your wildlife photography from blurry snapshots into a powerful expression of your passion 
for nature. Happy shooting!


