
BIRD PHOTOGRAPHY 
by Ron Addison  

 I lived in Ft. Myers, Florida , for about 10 years.  I was always amazed when I saw the 

birds of that  area.  Ibis would land and feed in the yard.  While driving to the grocery store, one 

could see Wood Storks, Spoonbills, and Pelicans.  I decided to try and capture their beauty on 

film.  A point and shoot camera did not let me do what I wanted to do.  So I moved to a SLR 

camera.  Learning the use of the camera, the behavior of birds, composition with a subject you 

do not control, exposure and more has become a life-long endeavor.  

Before you head off to some exotic location to photograph birds, practice photographing 

birds in your backyard at feeders or birds used to people in parks. 

If you are interested in a particular species of birds, research their behavior.  

Www.cornell.com has good information.  For example, you should know that birds tend to take 

off and land into the wind.  So being up wind from birds can allow you to get good shots of their 

wings as the take off or land. 

My favorite book, The Art of Bird Photography II, is by Arthur Morris  (see 

www.birdsasart.com ).  He offers excellent advice on everything, but I find his exposure system 

beyond my comprehension.  Another excellent web source is:  

www.naturephotographers.net/birdphotography.html  .  Www.YouTube.com has an excellent 

video of Tom Uhlman presenting some different information than I have in this article.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5exI2tynY4Y  .  There are also many podcast devoted to 

photography.  They often have material useful to nature photographers.  

Equipment  

I have photographed birds for more than 1,000 hours at Ding Darling National Wildlife 

Refuge, many days at St. Augustine Alligator Farmi, Butterfly World, Venice Rookery, Bosque 

del Apache (New Mexico) and many other bird hot spots.  To achieve good results at these places 

you need at least a 70 to 300 zoom lens ---  the longer the range the better.  Many of my friends 

use a 600mm f/4 lens ---  but these cost $8,000 or more.   

To find out how much a lens multi plies the size of a 

subject, as a rule of thumb, take your longest focal length 

and divide by 50.  A 300mm lens yields a result of 

300/50 or 6.  So this lens will make a bird 6 times as 

large as it looks to the naked eye.  If your aim is to fill the 

frame with the bird, that is not a huge improvement  on a 

songbird.  So you may be forced to shoot the bird in its 

environment.  Of course, you can move in closer to the 

bird.  However, in many place that is not possible unless 

you want to swim with the gators. ii  

http://www.cornell.com/
http://www.birdsasart.com/
http://www.naturephotographers.net/birdphotography.html
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5exI2tynY4Y
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If you use a tripod, a ball head or a Wimberley type head is best.  You need to be able to 

follow the fight of the bird and have a stable tripod head 

quickly  with no more than the press of one tripod 

control.  Movie type heads require too many controls to  

really follow the typical flight of a bird.  Even a bird on 

the ground will prove too much for the movie type of 

head.  The tripod and head must be able to hold the 

camera and your heaviest lens.  It should be sturdy but 

light enough that you will use it.   I like one that extends 

high enough that I can look through the viewfinder 

without bending over.  My back will not take  bending 

over for hours.  Also, it is difficult to keep the horizon 

straight while bent over.  Please note that it best never to 

extend the center post of the tripod.  Cranking up the 

center post will usually  make a great tripod into a good monopod.  Get a good camera quick 

release system.  Swiss Arc is the classic system, but it can be expensive.  A camera release plate 

on each camera and long lens allows you to change cameras and lens quickly .  I do not know of 

any professional nature photographer who does not use a quick release system. 

Handholding works for 300mm or even 400mm for many photographers.  If the lens has 

image stabilizatio n (vibration reduction), you set a fast shutter speed, and you have good 

technique, your image can be sharp.  Also, you can pan with the bird to shoot at a slower shutter 

speed and have a beautiful blurred background. 

I like to use a long lens on a tripod.  I have a 500mm f/5.6 for the tripod.  And hanging 

from a camera strap, I want another body with my 200mm f/2.8 lens.  This allows for shots of 

birds far away and also shots of the bird flying nearby.  

 

Remember that if you are shooting for use only on the web or with 1024 by 768 pixel 

projector, you can crop over half the image and still  yield an excellent image.  The image on the 

left above was what I shot.  The image to the right is that image cropped and enlarged.  If you 

are expecting to print a 20 by 30 inch print then you better have the composition as you want to 

print it  when you press the shutter.  In either case, you canôt make a blurry image sharp after the 

fact. 
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While the length of the lens in important so the  maximum aperture.  An f/2.8 or f/ 4 lens 

can give you a fast shutter speed and an out of focus background.  These lenses tend to be very 

sharp at their maximum apertures.  Both stop action and blurred background can make for a 

great image of a bird. 

Exposure  

 Exposure can be tricky.  You could use a grey card if the light falling on the card is the 

same light falling on  the bird.  Set your exposure on manual and shoot away for as long as the 

light remains the same.  If the light is not changing every few seconds, you can use the Sunny 16 

rule.  Shutter speed is 1 over the ISO.  For example when shooting at ISO 200 set your shutter 

speed to aperture f/16 and your shutter speed to 1/200.  Well , that is probably not the ideal 

settings.  An equivalent of f/5.6 and 1/1600 will give a blur and sto p the action.  At ISO of 200, 

an aperture of f/8 and shutter speed of 1/800 may be your best Sunny 16 setting for a lens with a 

maximum  aperture of f/5.6 .  Most f/5.6 lenses are not as sharp at f/5.6  as they are at f/8.  

Remember, "f/8 and be  there" still works. 

I canôt cover all the exposure details here.  If the 

bird is overhead and you are shooting on matrix or 

evaluative metering, you may need to add a stop of light 

so that image is not a silhouette.  A bird  banking in the 

sky with the sun shining  on the underside can 

contribute to  a flight picture.   The wings will be in a 

good position, the underside will not be in shadow, and 

you may have a glint in the eye.  An overcast day works 

in your favor  as contrast is reduced.  The "golden hours" 

work well fo r bird photography as the light is warm and coming from a low angle.   I like to use 

my camera on spot metering.  I put the ñspotò on the bird.  This should give the bird the proper 

exposure and let the background fall where it does.  Shooting in raw and using ACR (Adobe 

Camera Raw) will allow you make some exposure adjustments. 

Composition  

Make the composition simple.  Try not to have other birds in focus to compete with your 

subject.  Watch the edges for bright objects.  As with people, do not have sticks coming out the 

bird's body.  Do not cut of feet, wings or beaks.  If you have cut off feet then crop higher on the 

body so it does not look like you missed getting the feet.  With a bird moving, try to put twice the 

amount of space before the bird as you have behind the bird.  Never have the beak about to 

touch the edge of the images.  The feet closer to edge is better than having the beak close to edge.  

Although it is not a nature if you use CS4ôs content-aware scaling, it can move a beak away from 

the edge on an image that you must save.iii   Number 

One on the must-do list is ---  HAVE THE EYE SHARP.  

If possible, have a glint in the eye.  It seldom works to 

put one in using Photoshop.  Be careful, if there is a 

shadow on the eye, then there can't be a glint!!!  A soft 

background often adds to the image.  Blurred colors 
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that contrast with the subject often work great.  A yellow bird  with a blue sky really pops out.  A 

red bird against light green foliage works too. 

Birds - not flying  

If the bird is on the gr ound, get on the ground for 

many of your shots.  You may want to carry a plastic 

sheet so that you do not get covered in mud, thorns, and 

other stuff.  Let the birds come to you or move slowly to 

get closer. (NOTE: in some areas you can just walk up to 

the birds because they are so use to people.)  Your car 

makes a good blind in many areas where the birds fly 

when they see people.  Try different angles ï low to high.  

Try to get the bird doing something.  A bird just standing 

around is usually not interesti ng.   

 

Remember that no matter how hard you worked to get the shot, that work does not make 

the image any better.   

Birds - flying  

Practice with common birds.  In Sun City, vultures and common yard birds would be 

good practice subjects.   

If you are using the long setting of a zoom lens, you might try acquiring the subject at a 

wider setting.  Then zoom in to get a good composition on the subject.  Keep the shutter pressed 

half way to maintain focus. 

Panning is a good technique to both freeze the 

subject and background or to give a bird in motion 

feeling.  A fast shutter speed 1/400 of a second for 

example gives an image of a bird frozen in the sky.  We 

have become use to that type of image, and one does not 

look at it and wonder why the bird does not fall.   Some 

blur around the wing tips can give the feeling of motion.  

(NOTE: try to get the wings a full beat up or down ---  

midway often results in a very awkward, unattractive 

image.)  Most of my shots are with panning and a high shutter speed.  This is just what I like.  

You can get a sharp bird with a blurred background by using a slow shutter speed. 

Practice panning with local flying birds, cars in motion, etc.  Practice will help you 

develop a smooth panning ability that will pay off later. Decide what po sition you want to take 

the image.  Align your body perpendicular with a line to the subject when it will be at that 

position.  This will be your most relaxed position as you pan.  Now twist without moving your 

feet to acquire the subject.  With the shutter pressed half way and the exposure pre-determined, 

follow the movement of the subject.  As the subject is directly in front of you, squeeze the shutter 
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down -- do not tap the button .  As you pan keep following the movement of the subject.  Pan 

even after you hear the shutter close.  This is the same as following through in any active sport.  

Stopping too quickly will cause you to jerk the camera and blur the subject.  Stop following the 

subject before you fall over. 

As your subject nears being directly in front of you, you may wish to fire off a burst of 

shots so that you hopefully will have the wings in a pleasing position. 

What speed is best to blur the background ?  That depends on speed of the subject and 

how much blur you want.  Again, you need to practice to see what works for you.  Start at low 

ISO and small aperture such as f/22 and shutter speed of 1/30 of a second.  In bright light you 

may need a polarizer set to provide maximum darkening to the sky at the point  where you are 

going to press the shutter.  A neutral  density filter can also help.  Of course, you can shoot at 

times when the light is low .  This works great for panning because you could not freeze the 

image anyway.  If you use flash, try selecting rear-curtain flash as this will give the b lur behind 

the image rather than in front of the image.  

Conclusion  

OK, now go out and shoot some rare, endangered birds ---  with a camera of course.  

Remember that eagles taste like whooping cranes. 

                                                           
i  Alligator Farm is great for birds as the gators keep away the snakes and raccoons that would eat the 
eggs of the birds.  Always here in late spring are nesting Wood Storks, Great Egrets, Great Blues, Snowy 
Egrets, Cattle Egrets, and others.  With luck, you can see a bird breaking through its egg shell.  And often 
you can observe baby birds being fed by their mother.  And at times, you will see a gator eating an adult 
or baby chic that fell into the water.  People bring 600 mm lens this location, but you can get great shots 
with a 200mm lens. 
 
ii Please note, most of our digital cameraǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ άŦǳƭƭ ŦǊŀƳŜέ ƛΦŜΦΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǎŜƴǎƻǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
35mm slide.  This gives a multiplication factor.  A 1.5 (Nikon) or 1.6 (Canon) make our 300mm lens into a 
fake 450mm or 480mm lens.  If you had a full frame digital camera with the same 300mm, you can get 
the same effect if you crop out roughly a third of the image.  (NOTE: your cropped image should have at 
least the same number of pixels image made with the smaller sensors.) 
 
iii
 Content aware scaling in Adobe Photoshop allows you to move the bird away from an edge.  See the examples 

below. 
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Here the feet were moved away from an edge.  Not much of a difference but a big improvement. 
 
Below we moved the beak away from the edge to perhaps save the picture. 
 

    
Under most definitions, these would no longer be pure nature images. 


