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AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHY BASICS HELP SHEET 

Note:  The following information is a guide only.  Difference cameras have different capabilities and 

will respond differently.  Use this as a starting guide. 

Aerial photography is usually a one chance deal, so you don’t want to mess it up.  Aerial 

photography is awesome.  Things look different from up there.  It gives you a perspective you cannot 

otherwise get. 

Things to keep in mind: 

• Only one light source:  The sun is your only source of light.  Do not even think about using 

your flash.  The subject is way outside of your flash range. 

• Decide on your settings in advance:  This is important.  There is little time for changing your 

settings while you are flying.  You are also likely to be so captivated by what you are seeing 

that you will not be thinking as clearly and your main focus is not on your settings. 

Equipment: 

• Lenses:  A high quality zoom lens is the best option.  An 18-200 zoom lens would be ideal.  It 

gives you the ability to zoom in and out to frame your subject, which is easier than the pilot 

re-positioning the aircraft so you can get the shot you want.  Alternatively, use the best mid-

range zoom lens you have.  My 28-135 zoom works pretty well.  A wide angle lens (10-22) is 

not recommended.  It will make it very difficult focussing without getting parts of the aircraft 

in the shot, and it may not give you enough detail due to the altitude you are shooting from.  

A super-telephoto lens is also not the best choice.  They are quite heavy and can be difficult 

to keep steady on the ground.  Add in the movement and vibration in an aircraft and the 

limited space you are working in, and you will end up with images full of camera shake.  The 

other negatives are the narrow area of view super-telephoto lenses capture, and the 

difficulty you will have trying to focus such a big lens in the limited space.  If you are 

fortunate enough to have two good quality camera bodies, take both and select a lens for 

each.   

 

• Filters:  The amount of haze reduction provided by a UV filter is insignificant compared to 

the haze you are likely to encounter taking aerial images.  This is a whole different 

environment to ground photography.  Because of the great distances involved with aerial 

photography, even the slightest disruption of the photons reaching the sensor (as 

introduced by a filter) can have a major impact on the sharpness of your photos.  Even with 

high end UV filters, there is a slight reduction in sharpness.  For the benefit you will receive, 

it is not worth the reduction in quality.  While glare and reflections can be minimized by 

using polarizers, most of these filters have a tendency to induce a slight bluish tint into the 
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image.  You will have an overabundance of blue to deal with, so don’t introduce any more.  

Leave your filters at home. 

 

• Batteries, Cards and accessories:  Take a spare battery and a spare memory card.  You 

cannot get out of the aircraft to go get your spares. 

Suggested Settings: 

• Shoot in RAW (to capture as much detail as possible, and give you heaps of flexibility when 

processing, particularly with white balance and colour adjustment). 

• Set your camera to MANUAL mode.  This gives you the most flexibility. 

• Disable your flash.   

• ISO: Set to 100 for a nice, crisp, clear image. 

• Shutter Speed:  The faster the better.  Minimum would be 1/500.  Go faster if there is 

sufficient available light.  There are two reasons for this.  Firstly, over certain landmarks, you 

will be rapid firing.  A faster shutter speed facilitates this.  Secondly, a fast shutter speed will 

reduce the incidence of camera shake.  

• Aperture:  In most cases, you will be between 500 feet and 1500 feet above your subject, so 

depth of field is not a consideration.  Use what works with your ISO and Shutter Speed 

choices. 
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Notes: 

• If shooting a wide expanse of water, find a boat or object to give the image perspective. 

• Watch for reflection off the window. This will be unavoidable at times.  You should be able 

to see it in your viewfinder.  Your only option is to reposition.  Changing your angle even 

slightly may help. 
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