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A Passion for Birds
by Christine Danger

Black Swan Cygnet 
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Christine Danger is a keen amateur photographer who focuses on nature, wildlife and nautical subjects. Her passion for birds is evident 
through the photographs and research on individual species featured in her “Bird Photography Challenge” fortnightly posts on www.

sv-takeiteasy.com. Her bird photography equipment includes a Canon 7dII camera, a Canon EF100-400mm f/4.5-5.6 L IS telephoto zoom, 
and a 1.4x teleconverter. 

Many years ago two dear friends introduced me 
to the vibrant and fascinating life of birds.  The 
diversity, colours and sheer numbers we could see 
during birdwatching wanders were always a treat. 
Having an equally keen interest in photography, it 
was a natural thing that these two passions would 
eventually combine and lead me to launch into bird 
photography.  

The challenge with birds
The variety of shapes, sizes and colours make birds 
captivating subjects.  Yet their lively, often secretive 
natures make them challenging to photograph.  Few 
birds will let people come up to them and stay still; 
they become alert the moment you are in their sight, 
they are easily spooked and always on the move. 
You have to find ways to approach them without 
making them flee.  

Knowledge of bird behaviour and biology is very 
helpful here. If you know about their typical activities, 

their habitat, their feeding habits, and their flight 
patterns you have a better chance of capturing a 
compelling and intimate shot. And of course you 
have to practise a lot to hone your skills. For every 
stunning image, there are dozens of shots that 
are out of focus, poorly framed or with a cluttered 
background. 

Essential gear to get started
What you take your bird images with is important. 
Unfortunately, it is hard to take good pictures of 
birds with a point and shoot camera unless you 
are standing close and photographing ducks and 
geese that are not afraid of people.  If you want 
to photograph wild birds, prepare yourself to invest 
in a fast DSLR camera and a telephoto lens. The 
equipment is not everything, but it certainly helps. 
Let’s look at some essential gear to get started and 
maximise your chances of getting awesome shots.

 

A DSLR with a cropped sensor rather than full frame is 
a real advantage in bird photography. For instance 
if a camera has a 1.6x crop factor, a 100mm lens will 
become a 160mm lens, or a 400mm lens will become 
a 640mm lens.  A camera with a high frame rate 
and fast autofocus is also of tremendous benefit, 
particularly for photographing birds in flight. 

Telephoto lenses allow you to get closer to the 
bird. The longer the lens, the better - 300mm plus 
is preferable. Professional bird photographers go 
for 500mm plus, but then the price tag can be 
prohibitive. Having a lens with image stabilisation (IS 
on Canon, VR – vibration reduction on Nikon) helps a 
lot, since you may not be able to easily use a tripod.

A teleconverter is also a useful tool that can be fitted 
between your camera body and your main lens.  
Teleconverters (sometimes called extenders) multiply 
the focal length of your lens from 1.4 times to 2 times, 
giving you more reach for wildlife and especially bird 
photography without breaking the bank too much. 
But more is not always better, since you lose f/ stops 
and auto-focus capability in some cases with the x2 
multiplication factor.

Although a tripod provides the steadiest of support, 
you are not always in a situation where you have 
time to set yourself up in this way.  A monopod can, 
however, be useful to steady yourself, or even resting 
your camera on a fence post, a rock or other steady 
surfaces will minimise shake.

Last but not least, although not strictly camera gear, 
editing software that allows you to tweak your photos 
and in particular crop them so the bird fills the frame 
is a rather handy tool.

Basic Camera Settings
There are four basic settings to think about when 
shooting with a DSLR camera: Exposure Mode, 
Aperture, Shutter Speed (most important for birds) 
and ISO. Let’s look at how these are used for 
capturing winged wonders.

The secret to great bird photography is to set a low 
Aperture number (f/4.0 or f/5.6), coupled with the 
lowest ISO possible that still enables your camera to 
shoot at 1/1000th of a second at a minimum. The 
exception to this, is if you want some motion blur, 
such as wings flapping, in which case 1/1000th is too 
quick and somewhere around 1/600th is better.  

Little Black Cormorants

Shy Albatross
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Yellow-billed Spoonbills
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Whether you use Aperture Priority or Shutter Priority 
will depend on your experience and what you want 
to achieve.  I never use Manual Mode – too much 
to manage with active subjects like birds! On a nice 
sunny day, setting your camera to Aperture Priority 
and shooting with f/5.6 should result in a shutter 
speed of 1/1000th of a second or faster with ISO 100. 
Setting a low aperture number also lets the bird stand 
out against a muted background. 

An alternative is to set your camera to Shutter Priority, 
particularly for birds on the move. In this case change 
your ISO to say 500 and set your shutter speed to 
1/1000th of a second. After you have taken a few 
shots, have a look at what Aperture number your 
camera is automatically shooting with. If it is a higher 
Aperture (f number) than say 6.3, then lower your ISO 
number for better image quality.

Retaining low ISO requires lots of light, especially 
when using an extender. The lower the ISO, the less 
grainy your image will be.

Other useful settings
Here are a few other settings that will make your life 
easier and increase your chances of a good image:

Continuous Drive Mode 
What this does is ensure your camera keeps shooting 
one exposure after another while you have your 
finger on the shutter button. Taking several shots of a 
bird flying past gives you a better chance of getting 
a crystal clear image when compared to only taking 
one shot at a time.

Autofocus Mode 
It is recommended that you use AI Servo if you own 
a Canon DSLR, Continuous AF for Nikon users, or the 
equivalent for other camera brands. Setting these 
AF Modes will ensure that the camera automatically 
keeps tracking and focussing on the moving bird. 
You press the shutter button half-way to engage 
autofocus, follow the bird for a second or two, 
then once you are happy you have a fix, click and 
hold down the shutter fully.  The combination of 
Continuous Drive and AI Servo will register a series of 
shots and with a bit of luck, one of these will be sharp!

Autofocus Point Selection 
When it comes to bird photography, there is no 
time to think about composing a shot. Therefore, 
the simplest strategy to begin with, is to use only 

Welcome Swallow

the centre AF point, and to always keep the bird 
positioned in the centre of the frame.  Bird photos 
almost always look best when their eyes are perfectly 
in focus, even if some other parts of the bird are out 
of focus. Press the shutter-release button halfway and 
the camera will focus on the bird. If you are close 
enough or using a lens with enough magnification, 
you can position the centre AF point on the bird’s 
face, or just on its eye.  

Quick Tip
At this stage you might think there are a lot of 
camera settings to remember. But you can commit 
this to your camera’s memory, by recording all these 
selections in a Custom Setting. With a flick of the top 
dial to one of the “C” modes in Canon, or Program 
mode in Nikon, you are ready to go.

Approaching birds and setting up your shot
Now that we have dealt with the equipment and its 
settings, let’s move close to the birds!  This is easier 
said than done, but here are 10 suggestions you 
might find useful:

Wear neutral clothes to blend in to your surroundings, 
rather than bright colours.

When you have located a bird, walk at a normal 
pace, as if you had no interest in it whatsoever; some 
bird photographers zig-zag or walk to a place to the 
side of the bird they have spotted.

Look down, don’t look directly at the bird as this is 
threatening.

Birds are very good at detecting changes in your 
behaviour, so act ‘normal’ and avoid sudden 
movements or change of pace.

Be patient and wait for the bird to act naturally. If it 
looks scared, stop, slowly crouch down and don’t 
look at it.

Use a blind whenever possible.  One of the best 
blinds, believe it or not, is your car. You can get quite 
close to a bird without scaring it with your vehicle.  
The second you get out and they spot the human 
figure, they will flee.

Focus on the eyes and try to get a catch light – the 
light reflecting off the eye which makes you feel 
connected with the subject. It is acceptable to have 
parts of the bird out of focus as long as the eyes are 
sharp.

 

Crested Tern 
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Shoot early in the morning or late in the afternoon, 
when birds are most active and feeding.

Pay as much attention to your background as your 
main subject. Move to avoid clutter behind the bird 
and select a low aperture so the background fades 
away.

Shoots lots of images. You can always delete what 
you don’t want later.

Now you are set, where do you go?

Good opportunities for spotting feathered friends can 
be found almost anywhere: in towns, forest, farmland, 
on the coast, in wetlands.  You can discover what 
is available around where you live by consulting 

birding sites on the internet.  Just google “birding 
locations” and you will be overwhelmed with choice. 
Some organisations have developed birding trails 
that provide great information about bird watching 
opportunities.  

Wetlands are favourites for many bird watchers and 
bird photographers, as are nature conservation 
reserves and sanctuaries.  Both experienced and 
beginner birdwatchers can try their luck spotting and 
photographing hundreds of different bird species 
– some rare and endangered – amongst wetlands, 
rivers and creeks.  One thing is for certain, you will 
enjoy being out and about, and you will get lots of 
practice.

Quick post processing tips
No matter how close you get to take your bird shot, 
it is rarely close enough.  The bird might only occupy 
a small portion of the picture and there might be 
some distracting twigs or blades of grass in the frame.  
So basic post processing will typically include the  
following elements:

• Cropping

• Adjusting for shadows and highlights

• Minimal amount of cloning to remove background 
distractions

So get out and go birding!
At the start, big slow birds, or birds conveniently sitting 
on a perch may be all you can manage to 

photograph.  But with practice, you can capture 
more than basic shots.  For me the challenge is to 
capture the birds’ behaviour, their personality, when 
they are feeding, singing, and especially flying.  

Like anything, bird photography takes practice and 
is probably a lifelong learning activity. To improve, 
you have to find a way to develop skills and motivate 
yourself to get out there regularly. In my case this 
happens through a project which involves publishing 
regular bird posts on our website. It gives me the 
discipline and impetus to learn.  It is now a habit.  

You now have the ingredients to give this special 
aspect of nature photography a try.  Enjoy the 
challenge of bird photography and have fun honing 
your skills. 

Pink-eared Duck

Pelicans
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Tawny Frogmouth


