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WHAT DO WE WANT
TO ACHIEVE?

* Sharp, well-exposed birds in flight
* Minimal post-processing (suitable for Nature competitions)
* Images with impact and storytelling — not just sharpness
A technically perfect image is good.

A technically perfect image with emotion or behaviour is better.
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WHAT DO WE
NEED TO DO

e Know your camera. You need to be able to change settings
quickly. | have custom buttons for Birds in flight and for
stationary birds. | can change these without taking my eye from
the view finder. Same switching focus area from tracking to
wide. Also changing aperture and shutter speeds. Use custom
buttons to enable quick changes to your settings.
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e Use Image Stabilisation as it makes it easier to track the Birds
in Flight. | use it at all shutter speeds with no issues. Some
people like to turn it off after 1/4000 as they say it focuses faster.
| have not found that, but your camera could be different.
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e The most important factor affecting your result, is your
technique and skill.
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e Any modern camera will be able to take good pictures of Birds in flig

Different cameras will have different trade-offs on Quality, Frame rates, ISO B
Performance and speed of Auto focus. Same with lenses. !

r
* You need at least 400mm to 600mm focal length for most Bird in Flight d
photography. | prefer Zooms to Primes as more flexible and the quality is S
reasonably close now.

i
e However, cameras from 2020 will make your job easier. The camera is a -

tool and just like any tool, the better it is the easier it is to use and get good
results.

e Use Tripods or Mono pods with a gimbal head to assist, if you are unable
to cope with the weight of your camera and a long telephoto lens. | only
hand hold my camera as | find it is quicker and more flexible, for Birds in
Flight.
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CAMERA MODES

SONY CANON

NIKON

Metering = Multi Metering = Evaluative Metering = Matrix

Continuous Auto Focus = Continueous Aute Eocus Continuous Auto Focus =

AF-C = Servo AF AF-C

Focus area = Bird Focus Area = Spot AF/ 1 Focus Area = AF-C

Recognition + Tracking ooint AF + Servo or Zone +Single Point +Subject

Flexible Spot or Zone AF/ Expand AF Area + Tracking or Wide Area AF
+ AF-C

Servo



e Exposure mode: | Use manual mode (M) to have full control
over the aperture, shutter speed, and use Auto ISO which allows
the camera to adjust the exposure according to the changing light

conditions as you follow the Bird.




Exposure Triangle

e Aperture: Use the widest aperture possible for your
lens (the lowest f-number) to blur the background and
isolate the bird. This will also let in more light and allow
you to use a faster shutter speed.
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e Aperture: Use the widest aperture possible for your
lens (the lowest f-number) to blur the background and
isolate the bird. This will also let in more light and allow
you to use a faster shutter speed.

Aperture also controls your Depth of Field (DOF) This
should be taken into consideration if you want the
whole bird in Focus. The DOF needed is determined by
the Size of the Bird, The Distance from your camera,
Aperture and the Focal Length of your lens. EG a Kite
that has a wingspan of a metre will be in focus at 30 M
from your camera at the 600mm focal length and F6.3.
However, if it gets closer at say 20 M then we would
need to drop the focal length to 400 mm to maintain
that 1 M DOF. Of course, you can also increase your
Aperture if you have enough light.
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speed (1/3200s or faster) to freeze the bird’s motion and
avoid blur. The exact speed depends on the size and
speed of the bird, as well as your ability to keep the bird
in place in the frame.
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e Shutter speed: Use a mechanical Shutter with a fast
speed (1/3200s or faster) to freeze the bird’s motion and
avoid blur. The exact speed depends on the size and
speed of the bird, as well as your ability to keep the bird
in place in the frame.

For larger and slower birds, you can use 1/1600s or up to
1/3200s, but for smaller and faster birds, you may need
1/4000s or higher.

As a creative option You can try panning at slower
speeds (such as 1/150s) to keep the head sharp but
create motion blur in the wings and the background and
convey a sense of movement.

Remember that distance matters so the closer they are
the faster you need to shoot. If the Bird is coming
straight at you, it also needs to be faster. And, if a bird is
taking off you may have to quickly move your camera
adding blur so again faster shutter speeds for birds
taking off.

Note: If your camera does not have rolling shutter
issues then use Electronic Shutter.
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e |SO: Use auto ISO to let the camera adjust the sensitivity
automatically according to the light conditions and the
exposure settings. This will help you maintain a consistent
exposure without having to change the ISO manually. You
can also set a limit for the maximum ISO value to avoid
excessive noise in your images. Mine is set at 10,000 ISO.
If it needs more, the screen will go dark. | then have a
choice to adjust the Shutter Speed or Aperture to get the
right exposure at 10,000 ISO.
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e |SO: Use auto ISO to let the camera adjust the sensitivity
automatically according to the light conditions and the
exposure settings. This will help you maintain a consistent
exposure without having to change the ISO manually. You
can also set a limit for the maximum ISO value to avoid
excessive noise in your images. Mine is set at 10,000 ISO.
If it needs more, the screen will go dark. | then have a
choice to adjust the Shutter Speed or Aperture to get the
right exposure at 10,000 ISO.

If small birds, | cap at 5,000 ISO as generally | need to crop,
and the feather detail will be lost if higher I1SOs. If shooting
dark birds against a light sky, it is best to slightly over
exposure, as it is easy to clip the shadows losing data in
the bird. Use your exposure compensation dial or set it
in your menu.

Note: at higher ISOs you must correctly expose the
image if you want your Noise Reduction software to
work well.
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e Metering Mode: | always use Multi for everything.
This is the usual default setting for most cameras. It
meters the whole scene but makes the area that you
focus on as more important in its calculations.
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e Metering Mode: | always use Multi for everything.
This is the usual default setting for most cameras. It
meters the whole scene but makes the area that you
focus on as more important in its calculations.

Spot metering can work if extreme light changes, but it
needs to be always kept on the Bird in Flight to
correctly expose it. This can be difficult.
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e Autofocus mode: | use Back Button Focus with continuous
Autofocus for 95% of my photography. It just suits my style of
Photography.

To track the bird’s movement and keep it in focus, use
continuous autofocus mode (AF-C). This mode will continuously
adjust the focus as the bird moves across the scene. Try to get a
focus lock as far away as possible, and then press the shutter
button when it is in the ideal place in your frame and large
enough to give a decent image.

Zooming out when you see the bird coming, lock on and
then zoom in as it gets closer, will assist you in keeping it in
focus.
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area, the more control you have for the focus position, but it’s
tougher to stay on the bird.
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e Focus area: Use what works for you. The smaller the focus
area, the more control you have for the focus position, but it’s
tougher to stay on the bird.

| started with Tracking Flexible Spot Medium for all my shots.
Now | vary it depending on my Subject. For Birds in flight
against a blue or cloudy sky | use Zone if they are erratic. If
on a smooth flight path, | will use Tracking flexible spot small.
| have set up the AEL Button on my Sony A1 m2 for Zone.
Sometimes if using Zone, once | am locked onto the Bird, |
switch to Tracking which is on my AF-On button. Both
accessed using my thumb. Set up custom buttons for
yourself.

NOTE: With new cameras use Bird Eye tracking.

This is My camera showing the customise buttons.

The ones | use the most are the 1-2-3 on the top dial, C1 (pre-capture) & C2
(Focus Area), Shutter Speed is just below the Shutter Button and Aperture is
the dial by the AF-On button. The exposure Adjustment is the dial above the
AEL button. For more complicated changes | have the Fn button which brings
up 12 of my most used settings. All Close so | can adjust without taking my eye
off the viewfinder.
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chances of getting a sharp and well-timed shot of the bird.
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e Drive mode: Use continuous high-speed shooting mode to
capture multiple frames per second. This will increase your
chances of getting a sharp and well-timed shot of the bird.

If using SD cards, use short bursts of 3 to 7 images at a time,
just when the bird is in the right place in the frame, to avoid
buffer issues.

With CF Express cards and their high write rate, this is not an
issue, unless shooting at 30 frames per second or higher.

Using high speed also gives you choices on which image to
use, looking at wing positions and if it is looking at the
camera. Also, some images may be slightly sharper.



Exposure Tools

e Histograms: You should get into the habit of looking
at your Histogram in your View Finder. The Histogram
shows the frequency of the various tones in your JPEG
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Exposure Tools

e Histograms: You should get into the habit of looking
at your Histogram in your View Finder. The Histogram
shows the frequency of the various tones in your JPEG
image.

The shape does not matter but watch for clipping on the
left (shadows) or on the right (Highlights). This means
that the data in these clipped tones are lost.

e Zebra Lines: This is a quick visual way of showing if
you are clipping your highlights whilst taking the image.

As | am shooting in RAW, | use custom setting of 109 so it
only comes on when | am clipping the highlights. As |
am using Auto ISO, | can use the Exposure Compensation
Dial to correct it or adjust the shutter speed higher.

Sometimes | will deliberately overexpose the Sky to get
the correct exposure on the Bird.
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INTERMISSION

TIME FOR A SHORT BREAK AND THEN WE WILL
COMMENCE WITH SETTING UP THE SHOT



Setting Up Your Shot:

e Wind and Sun: When heading out specifically to
photograph birds in flight, choose a time and location where
both the wind and sun are at your back.
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e Wind and Sun: When heading out specifically to
photograph birds in flight, choose a time and location where
both the wind and sun are at your back.

Birds generally fly into the wind when taking off and capturing
them flying toward you at an angle provides pleasing flight
images. You will have the sun on their face and hopefully
avoid shadows from the wings.
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they will land on the same branches often and use a similar
path between their nest, food and water sources. So,
observe them to work out the best spot to take your image
and improve your chances of success.
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Setting Up Your Shot:

* Predictable Flight Paths: Birds are creatures of habit, and
they will land on the same branches often and use a similar
path between their nest, food and water sources. So,
observe them to work out the best spot to take your image
and improve your chances of success.

Identify places where birds frequently fly, preferably in good
numbers. This gives you ample opportunities to practice and
capture the perfect shot.

For this workshop we will practise at the Wynn Vale Dam
where there are lots of Ibis that return at dusk to roost on
the Island in the dam. They are large, graceful Birds that fly
slowly and generally fly across the water from the South to
the Island.



Setting Up Your Shot:

e Story Telling: Try to get shots where the Bird is doing
something. It may be carrying food or branches to build a
nest, or when taking off or Landing. Shots that tell a story
and have more wow factor.




Setting Up Your Shot:

e Background Separation: Shoot against backgrounds with
little contrast to avoid distractions from the bird. If shooting
dark birds against a bright sky, then overexpose, by 1 stop or
more to avoid losing detail on the Bird. If White birds, then
under expose to protect the highlights on the bird.
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evening (often referred to as the golden hours) is ideal for
bird-in-flight photography. Its soft, warm effect enhances
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Setting Up Your Shot:

e Lighting Matters: The golden light of morning and
evening (often referred to as the golden hours) is ideal for
bird-in-flight photography. Its soft, warm effect enhances
your images.

Aim to shoot during these times for the best results. Middle
of the day in bright sunshine causes harsh shadows from

wings etc.

Also, bright cloudy days are excellent for Birds in Flight as the
clouds create a diffused light with no harsh shadows.
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Setting Up Your Shot:

e Composition: Try to take images at eye level. This creates
a connection between you and the bird.

Avoid taking images up above with blue sky behind. Same
with shots looking down on the bird as you lose separation
from the background.

Avoid placing the bird dead centre in the frame. Leave more
space in the direction of flight. This adds dynamism to your
composition.

If you are using spot focusing, place it in your frame on the
thirds taking into consideration the flight direction.



PRE_CAPTURE:

Some newer cameras now have precapture. This can be
useful when:

e Birds are taking off,

e Sudden changes in direction,

* Birds preening or bathing,

e Birds tossing fish,

e Birds with beaks open calling out,

e Feeding interactions and lots more.
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see some action, you press the shutter and you getupto 1
second before you pressed the shutter and the images when
you have pressed the shutter. This means you have not
missed that bit of action.
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Some newer cameras now have precapture. This can be
useful when:

e Birds are taking off,

e Sudden changes in direction,

* Birds preening or bathing,

e Birds tossing fish,

e Birds with beaks open calling out,

e Feeding interactions and lots more.

By using Precapture, you can keep the bird in focus with the
camera writing only to the buffer, and then as soon as you
see some action, you press the shutter and you getupto 1
second before you pressed the shutter and the images when
you have pressed the shutter. This means you have not
missed that bit of action.

However, be careful how much time you set for precapture
as most cameras use the buffer and when you finally press
the shutter, it may already be at 50 % limiting how long you
can take more images.

Also, if used a lot, it will decrease your battery significantly.
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e If you have a full frame camera do not use APC mode. This
just crops the image destructively in the Camera and is no
better quality than when it is cropped non-destructively in
post processing. Also more likely to clip a wing of a Bird in
flight using APC.
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TIPS:

e If you have a full frame camera do not use APC mode. This
just crops the image destructively in the Camera and is no
better quality than when it is cropped non-destructively in
post processing. Also more likely to clip a wing of a Bird in
flight using APC.

e Getinto the habit of checking your settings in the
viewfinder whenever you are going to shoot an image. Just a
quick glance can save heartache later when you realise you
used 1/320 instead of 1/3200-------

e When taking birds in flight, stop shooting when the bird is
past, or you can see the back of the bird. These shots are
never compelling, and you will end up deleting them.

e Be careful of Heat Refraction or Heat Haze. This can result
in soft images. We are a warm country and heat haze is
prevalent. However, you can get it if different temperature
air masses collied. Eg shooting out of your air-conditioned
car on a warm day. Distance also matters as more haze to
shoot through and long lenses exacerbate this. Early
morning or at dusk reduces your chances of heat haze.



Post Processing:

e Post Processing: This is a very important step to enhance
your Bird in Flight photos. If you are going to enter your Bird
Photo in a nature competition, then there are restrictions on
how much you can do. If for an open competition, then you
can remove distractions such as branches or bushes, darken
or blur the background, etc.



Post Processing:

e Post Processing: This is a very important step to enhance
your Bird in Flight photos. If you are going to enter your Bird
Photo in a nature competition, then there are restrictions on
how much you can do. If for an open competition, then you
can remove distractions such as branches or bushes, darken
or blur the background, etc.

For nature you are restricted to Cropping, Exposure
adjustments, Vibrancy, Sharpening, Noise Reduction and the
Removal of dust spots. These can still enhance your image.
Try to look for the Narrative. A compelling photo tells a story
or captures a meaningful moment that connects viewers.
Ensure that every component part of your image has Value
and contributes to the story. Remove or crop out anything
that does not serve a purpose.



Post Processing:

e Noise Reduction: This is a very important step in finalising
your photo. Most programs do a good job and | use
Lightroom. However, you need to start with a sharp image. |
like to zoom into the eyes at 200% to gauge how sharp the
image is before | do anything. Generally, | do global exposure
adjustments first and then Noise reduction before | start on
editing the image.
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e Sharpening: Sometimes the image will require
sharpening. However, be careful as this could add artifacts or
haloing and may make the image look a bit artificial.
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e Sharpening: Sometimes the image will require
sharpening. However, be careful as this could add artifacts or
haloing and may make the image look a bit artificial.

Sometimes Less is More. Try using masks and sharpen only
those areas that need sharpening. If people can see you
have sharpened the image you have failed. Keep it natural.



Post Processing:

e Noise Reduction: This is a very important step in finalising
your photo. Most programs do a good job and | use
Lightroom. However, you need to start with a sharp image. |
like to zoom into the eyes at 200% to gauge how sharp the
image is before | do anything. Generally, | do global exposure
adjustments first and then Noise reduction before | start on
editing the image.

e Sharpening: Sometimes the image will require
sharpening. However, be careful as this could add artifacts or
haloing and may make the image look a bit artificial.

Sometimes Less is More. Try using masks and sharpen only
those areas that need sharpening. If people can see you
have sharpened the image you have failed. Keep it natural.

Finally make your images as Flawless as possible. No
Distractions, No Dust spots, No technical issues, Accurate
colour balance in the image.



POST PROCESSING:

e Composition: Birds in flight are taken in burst mode so
you will take a lot of images. When selecting your images to
process, Choose ones with:

e Bird facing the camera,

e Catchlights in their eyes,

e \WWings in a strong position

e Clean backgrounds,

e No distraction lines on the bird or in the background,

e Space in front of the bird,

e Good separation of the Bird from the background,

e Complimentary colours in the background,

e Story telling with the bird doing something,

e Backgrounds that show the birds environment so long as
the background is good enough as an image without the
subject in it. Otherwise, it just looks like an image where the
subject is too far away.
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Shadows of Neck on the Wings a distraction












Left the raw image unedited 1/3200 and 6.3 + 1 EV
Global adjustments only to get the correct exposure on right.
This image on the right is how the raw should have looked before adjusting



William (BI”) Shields AFIAP, MAPS
I o U sales@wshieldsphotography.com

IF ANYONE HAS ANY QUESTIONS? www.wshieldsphotography.com
PLEASE ASK NOW.




Settings RECAP

« Manual with Auto ISO - Cap at 12,800 for large Birds, 6,400 for small birds

» Aperture: Widest possible (Lowest F Number) for background separation and more light
» Shutter Speed: at 1/3200 sec or even faster for small birds to Freeze the motion

» Use Electronic Shutter if you can, otherwise stick to mechanical Shutter

« Metering Mode: Multi / Evaluative / Matrix

» Use Continuous Auto Focus with Tracking. Use Eye Tracking if you have it

» Focus Area use Zone Tracking or Tracking Spot medium

» Drive mode is high speed continuous at least 10 frames a second or faster
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