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Welcome to the June/July newsletter 

 
Mid-winter this year has brought with it the kind of weather conditions that may preclude frequent 
outdoor trips for some. Equally, it can be seen as a good time to polish up on technique, post-processing 
and photographic knowledge. We’re fortunate in this issue to be able to bring you a fine article put 
together by Rob Foster from a presentation by Ian Boyd at the recent Newcastle event. Ian’s piece deals 
with that most challenging and rewarding topic – Photographing birds in flight. Most people will, I’m sure, 
gain something from this informative and useful piece. Thanks are due to Rob and Ian for making it 
available to us. 
 
This issue also includes two short ‘How to’ tutorials. The first of these – Rescuing a Shy Albatross – 
originated from reviewing original images taken on a pelagic trip out of Kaikoura, New Zealand, a few 
years ago. I initially passed over the image believing it to be too underexposed. Moreover, I’d committed 
the ‘sin’ (alluded to in Ian Boyd’s piece) of cutting off one of the bird’s wingtips. This is easy to do with 
these large and spectacular birds. The item explains how it was possible to ‘rescue’ an initially 
unpromising image. The second tutorial was made possible when Trevor Heath sent in a fine image of a 
Rainbow Bee-Eater. The image was sharp and the bokeh quite beautiful. But the illumination of the bird 
itself was uneven and needed some attention. Thanks are due to Trevor for sending it in and allowing me 
to work on it. If you have similar images that you’ve worked on and optimised to your satisfaction Di and 
I would love to see them – along with a short overview, as here, of how it was achieved. 
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Many of you will know that the winner of the first Tom Oliver award has been announced. Di brings you 
further details of this and other items in the News section. Finally, it seemed fitting to publish a 
Photographer in focus article from 2012 profiling Tom. This was when Birds Australia (BA) and Bird 
Observation and Conservation Australia (BOCA) were merging, Birdlife Australia emerging and Tom was 
part of the committee assisting with the transition.  
Again, this Photographer in focus is something we are keen to repeat if you have someone in mind. In the 
next issue we hope to re-visit an earlier theme on workflow. Overall Di and I are committed to continuing 
the BLSQ newsletter so do, please, get in touch with ideas suggestions, and, of course, some of those 
beautiful images.  
 
Richard Slaughter and Di Oliver.  
 
 

 

Photographing Birds in Flight – Ian Boyd 
 
This article is based on the presentation at our Digital Photography in the Bush event, at Hunter 
Wetlands Centre, Newcastle, 2015.  It is not a structured tutorial on how to do it, or a set of expert 
recommendations; it is, in essence, a description of how I’ve approached this in the last few years, what 
I’ve learnt in that time, and some suggestions for you to try. 
 
 

ñProbably the most technical aspect of bird photography would be capturing crisp images of birds in flight.ò 

 

 

 
© Ian Boyd.  Canon 70D, 150-500mm lens @403mm.  1/5300s, f8, ISO 400. 

 

 

The Challenge:  To me, photographing birds in flight is difficult to do well but very satisfying when you 
get it right.  I’ve learnt more about the art of photography from the process of learning how to do this, 
than from any other photography I’ve ever done.  I've also had a lot of fun in the process. 
 
 

 



 

     

 

&ÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇȣ 
 
Research 
$ÏÎȭÔ ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÒÅ-invent the wheel .  Someone else has already done the research for you!  The web, books 
and magazines have a wealth of information waiting for you.  A Google search for ‘bird flight 
photography’ returned 9,190,000 results.  You just have you to wade through it all to select what suits 
you.  
 
Equipment - camera, lens, tripod, flash etc.  
When it comes to equipment, we would all like to have the best available.  That is not always achievable 
or practicable.  Things to consider are cost, physical attributes, etc.  To start with, we will generally work 
with the gear we already have in our camera bag. 
 
Camera:  I find a DSLR to be the best choice.  Some people have success with a point-and-shoot.  It’s 
essential that the camera is capable of fast continuous shooting. 
All cameras have different attributes.  Get to know yours.  Don’t be afraid to read and understand the 
manual.  It’s surprising how many people don’t!  Practice, practice, practice until you don’t have to look 
where to put your finger to make a quick adjustment to your settings as you’re shooting. 
 
Lens:  Your lens will require some configuration as well, if you are to get the most out of its performance: 
Make sure that your AF/MF switch is set to AF (auto focus).  
Set the minimum focus distance on the lens to its furthest setting.  
 
Using a zoom lens will let you zoom out wide and make it easier to locate the bird.  With a prime lens you 
cannot always adjust for distance, particularly when a bird comes in close - you have to move. 
 

 
© Ian Boyd.  Canon 20D, 28-135mm lens @75mm.  1/800s, f5.0, ISO100. 

 

In general, you will want to handhold the lens so that it is easier for you to keep the centre AF point on 
the subject and maintain focus.  To make hand-holding the lens easier, remove the tripod collar, or at 
least rotate it so that the foot does not impede your hands. 
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Extra Equipment:   A tripod , especially one with a gimbal-type head, can be a good asset for those who 
know how to use them properly.  However, they can be cumbersome if moving through the bush or if you 
need to change your position in a hurry. 
 
A flash  is good around bird feeders, with captive birds or in low light at close range.  There is no real 
benefit in normal daylight at longer distances.  
 
Memory card:   A high-speed memory card is very useful.  This table shows the results of shooting with a 
Canon 70D set in high burst speed (around 8 frames a second); it shows the number of shots before the 
buffer filled and the burst speed became frustratingly slow, and the time to finish writing to the card so 
that further images could be shot at high speed again; results are given shooting in both RAW and JPG 
(high) modes. 
 

Card 

Write 

Speed 

Raw Mode JPG (High) Mode 

Shots Write Time (s) Shots Write Time (s) 

 

30 MB/s 15 40 27 9 

 

45 MB/s 19 8 88 7 

 

95 MB/s 20 5 

297 (or 

more – 

test 

stopped) 
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Shooting raw or JPG is your choice; JPG gives better burst shots performance, but you lose the higher 
quality  
and improved post-processing options that raw images provide. 
 
Camera Settings 
Make sure your camera is correctly configured for taking action shots by setting your shooting mode to 
continuous; set the burst speed to the fastest possible. 
Set the AF (auto focus) mode to AI Servo, and the Shooting Mode dial to Av (Canon’s terminology for 
aperture priority) to control depth of field. 
 
Image Stabilise r:   If your camera or lens has built in Image Stabilization (IS) or Vibration Reduction 
(VR) it is best to turn it off.  IS/VR is a feature that assists in taking images in low light at slow shutter 
speeds.  At shutter speeds above 1/500s IS/VR may slow down the camera’s auto focus speed.  For 
shooting birds in flight, there are two schools of thought: some say leave it on; my preference - through 
practice - is to turn it off.  Ultimately, the choice is yours.  
 
Shutter Speed and Aperture:   You will need a fairly fast shutter speed.  The speed should be sufficient 
to freeze movement in the bird’s wings; for fast moving birds around 1/1000s to 1/2000s.  For larger, 
gliding birds 1/500s or 1/750s is generally sufficient, but if you want to play it safe choose 1/1000s for 
them also.  To get these shutter speeds you will need to shoot high ISO and/or low aperture. 
 
 



 

     

 

 

 

 
© Ian Boyd.  Canon 70D, 300mm lens.  1/4000s, f7.1, ISO 400 

 

 

 

Set your aperture to f/8 to give a good balance between getting adequate depth of field and maintaining a 
fast enough shutter speed.  The trick is to find the “sweet spot”!  It’s important to maintain an adequate 
depth of field for the moving subject.  Here’s some numbers for several lens focal lengths at two ranges 
and aperture settings: 

Focal Length 

(mm) 

Range (m) Aperture Depth of field 

(cm) 

300 15 5.6 53 

400 15 5.6 29 

500 15 5.6 19 

300 15 8 75 

400 15 8 42 

500 15 8 26 

300 40 8 539 

400 40 8 310 

500 40 8 192 

 

 

My Preferences:   Metering mode: centre weighted; aperture priority; aperture setting: start at f/8 and 
adjust ISO until I get the shutter speed I need.  If ISO goes to an unacceptable level (say 800) then I lower 
the aperture.  If I was using an older camera I would be mindful of the ISO as higher settings tended to 
introduce noise.  
Shooting against a bright sky may need an increase in exposure compensation. 
 
Focusing:  It is almost impossible to achieve accurate focussing with small fast-moving birds, 
particularly when you starting on birds in flight.  This is where you need a good depth of field.  Raptors, 
herons and larger species are good birds to practice on.  
AI Servo is the ideal setting for the auto-focus mode. 
Fix the AF point to one of the available AF points; preferably the centre as it is the most sensitive.  An 
alternative is to use a block of AF points.  
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Tracking Sensitivity  (available on high-end DLSRs, including my Canon 70D).   
 
This allows you to adjust how the camera will 
respond to interruptions when you're tracking 
a moving subject: 
Responsive (2) tells the camera to quickly re-
focus onto whatever new subject the active AF 
point suddenly sees.  
Locked on (0) does the opposite: it tells the 
camera to resist changing to any new subject 
that may suddenly appear in the active AF 
point.  
 
Technique  
When hand-holding your lens, which I do, you’ll need to hold your lens properly.  At first it may seem 
difficult to find the approaching bird in the viewfinder.  It takes practice to track a flying bird.  
 

 
© Ian Boyd.  Canon 30D, 150-500mm lens @229mm.  1/640s, f9, ISO 100. 

 

When you first try this, the images may not come out well because there is a lot of movement going on, 
with the panning motion combined with steadying the camera and lens.  The goal is to be competent in 
tracking flying birds in your viewfinder .  When panning, continue to track the bird for a second or so 
after you release the shutter button.  This should ensure your final frames will be sharp. 
 
Panning Situations  
Panning is probably the hardest part of the whole process, and the procedure that needs the most 
practice.  There are two types of panning situations that you’ll likely use: 

1. Panning to freeze action : 
This type of panning is taken at high shutter speeds so all with the frame is generally sharp.  Camera 
shake should not be a problem.  It is most often used when the subject is against a plain background, e.g. 
sky or sea.  



 

     

2. Panning to blur background : 
This type of panning gives a pleasing background when the subject is taken against a prominent 
background, e.g. trees, buildings, etc.  Slower shutter speed is needed, which may cause camera shake to 
become a problem, but plenty of practice should overcome this. 
 
Location and Field Craft  
As with all bird photography, knowing your subject is paramount.  A good grasp of the way the bird 
behaves is essential to getting good photographs of it.  Birds take off differently, have different styles of 
flight, and have tell-tail signs which will enable you to better anticipate their actions. 
 

 
© Ian Boyd.  Canon 70D, 150-500mm lens @ 439mm.  1/2500s, f8, ISO 400, -0.3 EV 

 

The best way to develop your bird photography skill is through observation. I’ve been a bird-watcher for 
longer than I’ve been a photographer, and the knowledge I’ve gained over the years by simply observing 
is vast and vitally useful.  A good flight shot is usually based upon predictability; your ability to predict 
where and when the bird will fly could make the difference.  
Prior planning is important:  find a location where birds gather; look for larger birds like Egrets and Ibis.  
Observe the birds for a while as they fly to and from the roost.  You will want a view of the flight path 
where your background will be mostly blue sky to keep the camera’s auto focus system from locking onto 
elements in the background instead of your intended subject. 
 
Finally  
Finally, you now know what to do after you have set up your camera to suit the conditions: 

 Sight the bird and bring the viewfinder to your eye.  
 Make sure the centre AF point is on your subject. 
 When subject comes into focus in the viewfinder depress the shutter button half-way and 

continue to track from within your viewfinder.  
 When ready, press the shutter button fully and hold it there to engage the camera’s burst mode.  
 Continue tracking as the camera fires. 
 

The result you are looking for is one where the subject takes up most of the frame, is in clear focus, does 
not have any of its wings (or tail, or head) clipped by the edge of the frame.  Pleasing images should 
hopefully emerge from the large number you have taken.  Don’t be disappointed if they don’t, it takes 
perseverance.  
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I found that photographing birds in flight is frustrating at first, but persevering certainly paid off for me.  
I still have a long way to go, but in about 4-5 months I have progressed from hundreds of dud photos to 
some pleasing ones that I’m proud of. 
 
 

 
© Ian Boyd.  Canon 70D, 300mm lens.  1/1300s, f8, ISO 200 

 

Remember - practice, practice and more practice. 
 

 

Rescuing a Shy Albatross, Kaikoura, New Zealand – Richard Slaughter 
 
Anyone who takes pictures of birds in flight soon learns how to use the exposure compensation feature 
of their camera. Otherwise they end up with nicely exposed skies and silhouettes of the birds they were 
trying to capture. But the amount of compensation required can vary from moment to moment. While 
reviewing some original shots from a pelagic trip off of Kaikoura on the Eastern coast of New Zealand’s 
South Island a few years ago I found the image below and decided to see what I could do to improve it.  
 
 

 
 

 
 



 

     

The first thing I do with a new picture is to check size and definition. I always ensure that the latter is at 
least 300 dpi and in Tiff format. Having established that with this image I opened it in the Photoshop (PS) 
RAW processer. This is very easy to use. It has several sliders and a few tools. In this case I adjusted the 
image for white balance, exposure, contrast, highlights, shadows, whites, blacks and clarity. The latter 
slightly increases contrast and, with it, overall definition. 
 
 

 
 
 
As can be seen above the bird and sky were considerably lightened and much of the shadow detail 
recovered. The next step was to replace the bird’s right wing tip. So I loaded the image into PS and 
enlarged the canvas (Image -> Canvas Size -> Enter New Dimensions). I used Copy and Paste to select and 
copy the left wingtip and the Move tool to invert and align it over the right wing. I still had a white border 
on the left and lower sides. So I took the eyedropper tool and found another image with the right sky 
colour. I then used the Quick Selection tool to highlight the bird, used the Select drop down menu and 
selected Inverse. This highlighted the sky area. It was then a simple matter to colourise the sky by using 
Edit and Fill commands.  
 

 
 
 
Finally I added a Levels Layer and adjusted it to further bring out a little more of the detail and 
brightness of the bird’s body and wings. It’s easy to overdo these adjustments so I’m careful about how 
much correction I apply. When finished I had an image that could hardly be more different from the 
original. The details that had been revealed were there all the time. They just needed some care and 
attention to emerge. This whole process took no longer than an hour – about the same as it took to write 
this piece. 
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Rainbow Bee-eater –Trevor Heath and Richard Slaughter 
 

 

 
 
 
This was a beautiful shot to begin with. But the bird presented some difficulties as it was half in sunlight 
and half in shadow. 
 



 

     

 
I opened it first in the Photoshop (PS) and checked that the image was set to 300 DPI. I then opened it in 
the RAW processor and adjusted it for white balance, exposure, highlights, shadows, whites, blacks and 
clarity. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
In each case only minor adjustments were made but each served to improve colour, contrast and 
definition. I then opened the image in PS and used Layers in two stages. First to darken the head and 
branch highlights, second to lighten the back of the bird. In each case I used each layer’s own mask 
(which initially shows up as white on the layers panel), inverted it (Control I), and used a soft white 
brush at about 30% opacity to carefully paint through each one in turn. 
 
  
 
As seen above in the first Layer the white areas (including the branches) show where the image was 
darkened. In the second, the white patch shows where the back of the bird was lightened. This second 
highlighted layer also shows that I controlled the amount of light/dark by varying the amount of Fill 
(shown at 73%). This may sound much harder than it really is so it is worth trying out on a similar shot. 

 

            RAW Panel                PS Layers Panel 
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Finally I cropped the image using a 2:3 proportion, saved first in tiff (large file) and then in jpeg (small 
file). Initially I tried a horizontal format but preferred the vertical one shown here. The last step was to 
use the clone tool to remove a small section of distracting branch that remained on the upper right. The 
whole thing took about half an hour from start to finish. Thanks are due to Trevor Heath for taking this 
fine shot in the first place and then allowing me to work on it. 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 



 

     

News and Photographic events 

2015 Twitchaton – Date Claimer 
 
The dates for the Queensland Twitchathon organised jointly by Birds Queensland and BirdLife Southern 
Qld have been set for the weekend of 18-20 September 2015.  
 

 
Tom Oliver Award 2015 – Diane Oliver 
 
Current members of Birdlife Australia SIG Photography will have already been sent information regarding the 
inaugural winner of this Award - Brian O’Leary. 
 
Brian receives $1000 for his submission of an e- booklet with detailed instructions on how to attract birds at 
close quarters for quality images using medium focal length telephoto lenses. In addition Brian has created a 
DVD with an outstanding video of several species he attracted by his technique. 

 
 

For those of you who knew Tom personally, I 
am sure, and hope you will agree with me, 
once the resources are released, that he 
would have been delighted by the simplicity 
of Brian’s ideas and the outstanding images 
in the e-book.  
 
Tom would have recognised that Brian’s 
concepts will contribute greatly to the 
teaching and learning aspect of bird 
photography without the necessity of always 
having to produce a ‘best of show image’ - 
the usual procedure for bird photography 
‘competitions’. 
 
 
I am grateful for the support of people over 
the past 2 years in setting up this award 
through generous donations, plus 
involvement in what is now a lasting and 
valuable asset for all Birdlife members and 
photographers 
 
 

Presently the committee of Birdlife SIG Photography are examining best ways to enable members to access 
Brian’s booklet and DVD. 
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Photographer in focus – Tom Oliver  
 
I’ve been interested in photography from a very early age although I did not buy my first camera until 1965, 
when I was 17 years old. It was an Exa IIb, an SLR made in Dresden, Germany, which I kept until I could afford 
an upgrade to a Pentax Spotmatic. My interest at the time was in architectural photography and I really didn’t 
develop an interest in photographing birds until I purchased a Takumar 135 mm lens to use with it. 
 

The first results were pretty 
ordinary and I never did develop the 
skill or patience required to produce 
good images. The cost of failure 
with film was also proving to be 
quite expensive, so photographing 
birds was put on the back-burner.  
 
 
However it didn’t quite go away. My 
interest in bushwalking and 
camping kept the concept alive, 
ready to be revived when the time 
was right. Well, that time was the 
introduction of the DSLR. 
 
 

Chestnut-rumped Heathwren 
 

It didn’t matter if you stuffed your image up, you just deleted it from the memory card and it didn’t cost 
anything. What this freedom did for me was to encourage experimentation. I took hundreds of images, looked 
at what worked and, just as importantly, what didn’t work. Eventually I developed a shooting method that 
seemed to work for me. 

                                                               
Initially my aim was to produce 
images in a field guide format 
but an introduction to the work 
of Arthur Morris, an excellent 
bird photographer from the USA, 
soon changed the way I looked 
at bird images. 
 Arthur is very particular on what 
he calls Head Angle (HA). He 
believes that a photographer 
needs to “display a contact” with 
their subject and if the head of 
the bird is aligned just a bit 
inside parallel with your 
camera’s image sensor plane this 
feeling of “contact” is 
established.  
                                                                            Rainbow Bee-eater 
If the bird’s head is cocked slightly towards you and the sun is behind you, the image will nearly always 
feature a “catch-light in the eye. 
 



 

     

With this concept in mind I became more focussed on what I wanted to achieve when I activated the camera’s 
shutter. I know it’s hard to be rational when you come across that rare bird, or one you’ve not seen before. 
The adrenalin starts pumping, you start to shake and your palms get sweaty, but having a goal in mind will 
calm you and leave you feeling as if there is more time. It’s my experience that patience is the key to 
capturing good images. I find that I now take fewer photos when I go bush, but I seem to end up with more 
keepers. 
 

 
Red- browed Finch 

 
Now that I feel I have more time to decide on when to press the shutter and what bird image to capture, I 
usually look for a bird in a more uncommon pose. There are a growing number of web based outlets 
for bird photographs and an ever increasing number of excellent bird photographers displaying high 
quality images. If you wish your images to stand out from the crowd I believe you need to capture 
images that are different from the norm. 
 

In my experience, knowing 
bird habitats, being visually 
aware of your surroundings 
and listening closely to birds 
calling in the vicinity, can help 
identify which species you can 
expect to encounter. 
 
I believe that utilising these 
skills can pre-empt what 
behaviours birds may display 
in certain situations and 
possibly provide an image with 
the WOW factor. 
 
 
 
 

Grey Fantail 
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Bird photography continues to be a joy for 
me.  
There’s nothing I like more than putting 
my camera, 500 mm lens and tripod over my 
shoulder and walking through the bush. 
 
 It’s a pursuit that helps me relax and slow 
down from the ever increasing pace of the 
digital age.  
 
As Moderator of the BirdLife Southern 
Queensland Bird Photography Group I 
advise members to keep experimenting with 
their photography, but above all to enjoy 
themselves! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All images © Tom Oliver. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright Notice 

All of the images in this newsletter are copyrighted, original works by the named photographers, and are protected by 

Australian and International Copyright law. Use of any content from this site, for any purpose, is strictly forbidden 

without express, written permission of the photographer or moderator. 

 


