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Welcome to the last newsletter of 2015 
When Di and I took on editing the photography group newsletter we did not have a clear idea of how 
difficult or demanding it would be. But I’m happy to say that it has been a pleasure to produce it over the 
last couple of years. We hope you agree that four issues a year seems about right. 
 
This month there are three main items, each of which has something different to offer. The first is a 
reflective piece by Les Peters on the often vexed question of what equipment he has found most effective 
and useful over an extended period. Next is an exceptional piece from Kim Wormald that outlines her 
own very distinctive approach to the craft of bird photography. Reading it invariably leads one to reflect 
on how it compares / contrasts with one’s own practices and preferences. We hope you’ll enjoy it for its 
intrinsic value as well as its implications for how we work.  
 
Trevor Heath has also provided us with a short overview of a recent trip he made along the Warrego 
Highway in Queensland. Several images are included. It occurred to us that one of these – the Scarlet 
Honeyeater- could benefit from further processing and / or correction. So we asked Trevor if he’d allow 
other members to work on it in their own way. If you are interested please contact Trevor at 
trevorheath@aapt.net.au for a suitably-sized image. Then, in due course, send your version to Di, along 
with a paragraph or two about what you did. We can’t guarantee to publish all the results but we’ll 
certainly fit some of them into the next newsletter. 
 
Di has some specific information in the news section about a new photo competition in association with 
the next U.Q. ornithological conference in mid-2016. Please keep those suggestions for articles and 
features coming - they remain the life-blood of the newsletter. 
We also welcome new member Adam Higgins 
Finally we send you our best wishes for a safe and enjoyable holiday season. 
 
Richard Slaughter and Di Oliver. 
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A question of balance... 
..or what do you spend your money on? – Les Peters 

 
When interest in Hi-Fi reached its peak in the late 70's and early 80's, there was the widely held view 
that you should spend a third of your money on the front end of your system (a turntable or tape deck in 
those days), a third on the amplification and finally one third on the speakers.  On balance, I think they 
got that right, though things became more complicated by the introduction of fancy cables a few years 
later.  
 
You're probably wondering what this has got to do with photography.  Well, I'm frequently taken aback 
by people who spend lots of money on their camera body, but only a little on their lens/lenses, still less 
on their tripod and next to nothing on photographic soft wear. It's my view that there's a balance 
required here too.  It's wise to have some sort of ratio in mind for your photographic expenditure.  In this 
instance, the categories are: 

 the camera body,  
 the optics,  
 the tripod  and  
 the photo processing soft wear.  

 
What ratio of expenditure you adopt for each of these items depends upon how keen you are and what 
you like to photograph.  May I assume that for you, this will be birds?  :-) 
 

The Camera body 
 
For DSLRs at least, this is the part of the equation which in my opinion, gives you the least "bang for the 
buck", but the thing which a lot of people spend the most money on.  
 
I expect many folk will disagree with this, and yet you can expect that in just two or three years today's 
"you beaut" Nikon or Canon will be worth half of what it cost now, and in four or five years it will 
probably be considered old and unacceptable. With point and shoot cameras, the decline in value is even 
more severe and, as camera phones and such like devices take over this market, things are only going to 
become worse. But at least the point and shoot cameras come with lenses that have enormous zoom 
ranges and that has a strong appeal for many folk. 
 
In my view, when you consider the quality of the final image compared with the overall price of your 
system, a good body doesn't necessarily give you as much quality as a good lens will. It's something of a 
trap to buy the latest thing in camera bodies, unless every other aspect of your gear is already perfect for 
what pictures you want to take. 
 

Lenses 
 
With SLR lenses, their price falls over time too, but with nothing like the rapidity of a camera body. Their 
improvement in quality over time has been less obvious than with camera bodies. Perhaps the best two 
features of recent times are nano coating and anti-shake, but the latter won't stop your birds from 
moving.  
 
I have a 300mm F4 Nikkor prime lens built in 1982 which is just about as sharp as many of the modern 
lens I have.  It generally focuses quickly enough for my purposes - which can be shooting birds in flight.  
The colour isn't as good as you will find on modern lens, but it's far better built and will cost you less 
than a fifth the price of  its modern equivalent.  So a good old lens isn't a bad place to start your hobby.   
 



 

     

On the other hand, zoom lenses are children of the digital age, born from powerful computer calculations 
and design.  I have found early zooms (say prior to the 1990's) were terrible, and in my view are best 
avoided.   
 
So my conclusion here is that you generally get a better return for your money from a good lens with a 
basic camera, than a better (read more expensive) camera with a stock lens.  
 

The Tripod 
 
I'll be brief here.  The golden rules for pre-digital photography still apply today. One of these rules was 
that a tripod will make a big difference to your pictures, and you should get the best you can afford.  
 
Today image stabilisation/vibration has convinced people that camera support no longer matters but, 
until your shutter speed exceeds 1/1,600 second, you can be sure that a picture taken from a 
tripod/monopod will be far sharper than one taken without.  Pixel peepers take note. 
 

Softwear 
 
I don't think it's an exaggeration to say that more often than not you can bump the quality of a picture up 
by one or two stars (out of a possible five) by using even the most inexpensive photo post processing 
programs.  I look forward to anyone putting me to the test here.  
 
Personally, I think that around $300 worth of computer program(s), or the ten dollars a month that 
Adobe wants for Lightroom and Photoshop, will give you twice the improvement than any other change, 
perhaps with the exception of replacing a humble tripod with a rigid one. Which programs you should 
use is another matter to discuss another time, but out of all your purchases, this is the one item that is all 
too often left out in the cold.   
 
It's a curious fact that many folk say they don't approve of using soft wear and act as though using it is 
some form of cheating.  For them, it's a matter of pride when they say that they don't use "fancy 
programs". 
 
What this really means is that they are prepared to allow camera designers to guess what image 
processing their pictures will need. This is especially the case if they shoot in JPEG. The JPEG images 
made by your camera will have a set of calculations that the camera designer believes make the images 
the most appealing.  This often means extraordinary noise reduction, followed by some quite brutal 
sharpening.   
 
Then lastly, some "over the top" colour.  For me, I would much rather adjust a picture shot in RAW.  It 
literally is your opportunity to take the picture a second time to adjust for any problems that occurred in 
the field. 
 
Against this people will say that "it's best to get the picture right at the time you took it."  True, but let's 
be real about this.  How many seconds do you get to adjust your camera settings when you have just been 
surprised by the arrival of an unusual bird or by a common bird behaving in an interesting way?   
 
Nikon cameras are delightful for being able to adjust any parameter while still looking through the lens.  
The menu system is very good once you have set the camera up to match your preferences.  Even so, 
generally I just want to get my picture first and fiddle with the controls if I get the time, and my point 
here is that often you don't. 
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Additional items: calibration and focus tools 
 
To put it simply, without a calibrated computer screen, you can't see what your picture really looks like, 
with the result that there's no way to confidently judge how or if you should alter it in any way. A 
calibration tool is an ideal addition to a club's library and a piece of soft wear that's relatively easy to 
share.   
 
Another nice tool suitable for library loaning is the soft wear used for focus calibration.  These are quite 
inexpensive ($29). Lenses often need a slight adjustment to get them focusing on.  Most lenses aren't 
quite true when they focus, particularly when used with teleconverters.  
 

So, what is the recommended spending ratio? 
 
Going back to the first point about where you should spend your money, I would say that this will depend 
upon how keen you are and what equipment you already have. 
 
Taking tripods as a starter, the very best are made from carbon fibre and can cost you as much as a DSLR 
with a stock lens.  For most folk, this would be complete overkill.  
But even a cheap tripod or monopod will bring improvements to your pictures, and for someone with a 
long, high quality telephoto, it gives a shocking improvement. After all, tripods don't seem to do much, do 
they?   
 
So in conclusion, you don't need to spend much here, but generally, up to a certain point; you get a big 
bang for the buck. 
 

Cameras 
   
The cheaper DSLR's can give excellent results.  Consider that they can now provide you with 24 meg 
image - better resolution than anything 35 mm film could provide. 
 

Lenses 
 
This is the elephant that's often not found in the room. Today there are some great zooms available for 
the money, but if you have been talking pictures of birds for a while, may I suggest you look at the meta 
data for your pictures and see what focal length you usually take them at?   
 
You may find you're always using the extreme telephoto end of the zoom's range. If that's the case, 
consider choosing a first class second hand prime instead.  It will probably give you better results, with 
more reach for less outlay. 
 

Programs 
 
I deliberately didn't start using digital until the RAW format cameras became available.  Using the right 
programs, the RAW format allows immense correction of pictures after the event. It's allowed the rescue 
of quite a few of my pictures. And it adds a dash of perfection to the better ones. :-) 
 

Conclusion 
 
If pushed, I would suggest the following priorities, which are rated in terms of the best return per dollar 

of outlay:  



 

     

 
1.  Soft wear (it doesn't have to be expensive and the best is straight forward to use). 

2. A quality tripod (I promise I won't ever mention this again.) 

3. Your lenses.  Never overlook the availability of good quality second hand ones. If a lens has been poorly 

used, it usually shows.  Any faults are usually easy to find before you buy. 

4.  The best body isn't going to give you the best results unless every other aspect of your photographic 

equipment matches it. Beware the allure of the "latest thing". It's the most costly thing you can buy 

because unlike with lenses, you won't get anything like the price it cost when it comes time to sell it. 

 
Happy shooting, 
Les Peters 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The ‘Art and Craft’ of Bird Photography 

Kim Wormald 

 

When Di and Richard asked if I’d write about the ‘art and craft’ of bird photography it set me thinking for 

so long I almost didn’t get anything written. 

Successful bird photography is a mixture of readiness, patience, intuition, serendipity and a passion for 

the subject that overrides everything else. Trying to divide those factors into neat paragraphs is tricky as 

there is so much overlap. 

Readiness – Readiness relates to all those things I have control over. I can control which equipment I 

use, how well I use it and which settings I choose, along with how, when and where I seek birds. 

 

 

I’ve seen stunning bird images taken 

with a wide range of equipment so that 

element of readiness relates to 

preference, budget and how much 

weight I’m willing and able to carry. I 

have a walkabout kit that is easy to carry 

and a wait-and-watch kit that I often 

carry further than I should 
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I shoot manual but aperture priority with a maximum ISO can also be effective. I prefer the control of 

using manual and the absolutely constant awareness I must have of the lighting conditions. If I wander 

into a dark area I change the camera settings, if I’m in wait-and-watch mode I change the settings 

whenever the cloud cover changes, regardless of whether any birds are around; that way I’m less likely 

to miss shots if something does turn up, especially as the small birds that I most like to photograph might 

only stop by for a single second.  

Patience - I’ve been a bird watcher since childhood and can wait-and-watch for a ridiculously long time, 

especially considering I’m too hyperactive to go shopping or watch a movie. I love communing with 

nature and understanding bird behaviour. I would rather miss the shot than startle the bird which means 

that birds may learn to trust me and come closer than the minimum focal distance of my lenses –bless 

their pesky little feathers. By waiting and watching I either get no images at all or images of birds that are 

comfortable to be near me, the kind of images I prefer - birds foraging towards me, singing or preening.  

 

Intuition – Intuition links with my connection with 

nature and understanding of bird behaviour. By honing 

those skills I’m able to look at an area and decide where 

I’m most likely to see birds, and to work out how 

comfortable they will be with my presence. I move slowly, 

if I see birds I don’t race after them but watch them before 

deciding whether or not I’ll stay in the area. Often I will sit 

down and take my chances on whether or not the birds 

forage towards me.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Serendipity – That reminds me of the old phrase ‘the 

harder I work the luckier I get’. Serendipity is often a 

factor but that’s only the case because I’m out there with 

my camera at the ready.  

 

 

 

 



 

     

Art – Having an element of art in a pursuit that involves communing with nature and working with 

technology is another factor that makes bird photography so fulfilling. I consider the artistic side of an 

image at the time of capture and during post-processing. During capture I’m aware of the light. I prefer to 

shoot early or late in the day when the light is warmer and there is less contrast. Overcast days can result 

in good shots too, with a soft, misty look but the downside is a higher ISO (with potential noise issues) 

and a lower shutter speed (with potential blur issues).  

 

Composing during capture is import. I can’t ask the bird to move a little to the left and turn its head 

towards the light but I might be able to move myself into a position that improves the image. Often the 

most dramatic improvement is in the background where even a small change of position can effectively 

eliminate distracting objects and highlights. 

 

 

As I like my images to conform to international 

regulations for ‘nature/wildlife’ exhibition I do 

minimal post-processing. I shoot RAW to 

capture as much data as possible and my 

typical routine involves using Lightroom to 

crop, check the white balance, adjust 

highlights, and maybe add a little contrast, 

clarity and/or vibrance and to sharpen the 

image. When cropping I use a leading line, if I 

have one, and try to ensure that the bird has 

space to move or look into. 

 

 

 
 

News and Photographic events 

The following information, in regards to a photo competition, has come from Rob Clemens -BirdLife SQ 
branch- concerning the next Queensland Ornithological Conference to be held in Brisbane in 2016. 
 
If you feel that you can contribute to this competition either as a judge/competitor/organiser/volunteer 
please contact Rob Clemens at queenslandbirdconference@gmail.com 
 
Background Information 
In 2014 we held a photo competition as part of the Queensland Ornithological Conference, and aside from 
bringing together some amazing photographs, it really provided some great things to talk about. 
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The winner of the people's choice award from 
the top ten was Linda Oliver for her close up 
of a Bush-stone Curlew.  
 
She won a vacation package to O’Reillys 
Rainforest retreat (3 nights for 2 people) 
valued at over $800.00. 
 
 

 
 
 
  
The second prize winner was Sonja Frei who won three books 
donated by Andrew Isles: "Flight of the Emu", "Recollections of a 

Birdwatcher" & "Seabirds A Natural History". 
 
 
 
 

 

  
In all, 28 people submitted photos for a total of 140 brilliant 
bird photographs.  Judges had a difficult time choosing the top 
ten photos (I'm glad I did not have to decide), and then those 
attending the conference selected the winning photos from 
those ten which were displayed on poster boards in A4 size.  

 

 

 We also displayed many of the 140 photos in a PowerPoint loop in the foyer, and during breaks in the main 
lecture theatre.  We all felt that the contest was a huge success, gathering some great photos, and nearly all 
attendees talked about how much they liked all the bird photos.   

 

However, organisers have decided this year that none of us have the 100 or so hours needed to coordinate it 
this year.  We would still like to go ahead with the contest, but can only go ahead if someone steps up to run 
it.  We have materials from last year, and can likely help secure prizes, but how the contest would be run, 
would be entirely up to the person(s) who volunteered to run it.  Some people mentioned it would have a 
web-site where all the photos could be shown, and many are hoping it will go ahead this year.  

 If you are interested in taking this on please e-mail me at queenslandbirdconference@gmail.com  
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A good time to join BirdLife Photography Special Interest Group (SIG)  
 
Birdlife Photography SIG has announced a new ‘Awards’ initiative commencing 1st January 2016.  
 
(You will need to join the SIG, via the BirdLife Australia web site http://www.birdlife.org.au/ if you wish 
to participate. and can read more about the SIG at http://birdlifephotography.org.au/.) 

 
In each calendar year from next year onwards, BirdLife Photography will offer a series of awards for 
various levels of Member engagement. 
  
The most prestigious award will be the BirdLife Photography Annual Award. 
This award is at the discretion of the Committee and will be presented to a BirdLife Photography 
financial member who excels in each of the following criteria; 

 at least 24 high quality images submitted to any of the image galleries through the website during 
the calendar year 

 participates in at least 50% of the Current Competitions organised during the calendar year 

 actively contributes to at least one of a range of BirdLife Photography activities, events, projects 
or resources that benefit our members (as determined by the Committee). 

The award will consist of a quality sliced crystal cylinder (sliced = top chamfered face) with a laser generated 

frosted white on crystal BLP logo and inscription, and presented in a velvet presentation case. A photograph of 

the winning Member and short biography will be incorporated as a permanent record on the BLP website. 

  

Awards will also be presented to the Best Competition Photographer of the Year  for each competition 
level (Entry, Intermediate, and Advanced). 
 

The overall winner for each competition level will be determined by the total number of points accrued 
during the year, summed across all Current Competitions and for each level of competition. Points will 
accrue from Member voting ONLY, not from the Mystery Reviewer selections. In each CC level for each 
competition; Winner = 3 points, Highly Commended = 2 points and Commended = 1 point. 
  

These awards will consist of a BirdLife Photography custom designed 50mm x 3mm gold finish coin-style 

medal, presented in a blue velvet case. The coin will have a coloured enameled BLP logo on the front side and 

an inscription on the reverse side. 

 
(
₲
As the Best Competition Photographer of the Year is chosen by the membership from anonymous photo entries, the Intermediate 

and Advanced awards will be open to the BirdLife Photography Committee.  The Committee may not however, participate in any 

other award). 
  

Further, there will be awards for the Best Photograph of the Year captured by both a DSLR* and non-
DSLR camera. 
  

The winner will be chosen by the Committee from a shortlist of images selected by both the Current 
Competition Co-ordinator and the New Images moderating working group. 
 

These awards will consist of a BirdLife Photography custom designed 50mm x 3mm gold finish coin-style 

medal, presented in a blue velvet case. The coin will have a coloured enameled BLP logo on the front side and 

an inscription on the reverse side. 

  
(*  Film SLR photos that have been digitized are included in the DSLR category). 

 

http://www.birdlife.org.au/
http://birdlifephotography.org.au/
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Finally, the Most Improved Photographer of the Year (Entry to Intermediate transition and/or 
Intermediate to Advanced transition) based upon the quality of photos submitted in the new competition 
level during the year, will be acknowledged with a special certificate. The acknowledged photographer(s) 
will be chosen by the Current Competition Co-ordinator. 

  

The award(s) will consist of a parchment style certificate accompanied by a Newsletter article exhibiting a 

selection of the Memberôs images. 

 

Winners in all categories will be announced in January/ February of the following year. 
 

A good afternoon – Trevor Heath 
 
Earlier this year, with wife Diana and rescued racer Bertha, I spend a weekend at a cottage perched 
overlooking the Fassifern Valley, south of Boonah in SEQ. 
This cottage had a number of mud nests, apparently built by Fairy Martins, attached under the eaves, but 
it seemed that no birds were in residence. 
 
 

 
Canon EOS 5D Mark III, f5.6, Exp 1/1000 ISO 1000 

 
 
A few months later I contacted the owner to ask if the Fairy Martins had returned. They had not, but the 
owner had seen other birds–Striated Pardalotes–around the nests.  
That was enough to prompt another visit, on a sunny mid-afternoon late in September. Yes, there were 
Striated Pardalotes around the cottage and coming and going from some of the mud nests, and chirping 
was coming from within them.  
 
 
 



 

     

 
 
 
 

 
But there was much more. 
From the front landing of 
the cottage I could see, 
photo (and almost touch) 
masses of little birds 
feasting on Grevilleas and 
Callistemon.  Honeyeaters 
predominated: Scarlet, 
White-naped, Brown and 
Lewin’s, but they were 
happily sharing the nectar 
with Eastern Spinebills.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Canon EOS 5D Mark III, f5.6, 
Exp 1/2000 ISO 640 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
And a few metres 
away a Willy 
Wagtail was 
harassing a Magpie, 
possibly as payback 
for past 
transgressions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                  Canon EOS 5D Mark III, f5.6, Exp 1/1250 ISO 1000 
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I rested the Canon after an hour or so, but cranked it up early the next morning. The little birds of the 
previous afternoon had gone, and in their place was a much more aggressive (and to me less appealing) 
population of Noisy Miners, with some Rainbow Lorikeets and a few Noisy Friarbirds. The magic of the 
previous afternoon was no longer, but it had been well worth the trip from Brisbane. 
 
 
 
 

 
Canon EOS 5D Mark III, f5.6, Exp 1/6400 ISO 1000 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

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. 


