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BIRD PHOTOGRAPHY BASICS HELP SHEET 

Birds and bees can be one of the most frustrating things you can attempt to photograph.  They don’t 

sit still for long, if you get too close they just fly away, and if they are in the trees, you camera wants 

to focus on anything but the bird.  Any you always feel like you need a bigger lens.  Here are a few 

hints that will make it easier:   

What to take with you: 

• Camera 

• Polarised filter 

• Water bottle (to keep yourself hydrated)  

• The biggest lens you can find 

Getting set-up: 

• Find yourself a spot where you are comfortable and have a good, clear view. 

• Be as inconspicuous as possible so you can shoot freely without scaring the birds away. 

• Try to photograph them in direct sunlight.  There are two reasons for this.  Firstly, good light 

allows you to use a fast shutter speed.  This is great for freezing the action.  Secondly, you get 

more even lighting on the bird. The faster shutter will help you freeze the action of the bird (since 

they don’t sit still for long), and the even lighting will help you avoid getting those harsh shadows 

that hide detail in the bird’s feathers. 

• Be patient.  Sudden movements and they will fly away.  Keep still and they will not feel 

threatened and come in closer to you. 

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). 

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

• Shutter Speed:  Birds do not keep still, so shutter speed is your priority.  Choose a fast 

shutter speed. 

• Aperture:  To blur the background, set your aperture in the rage from f/5.6 to f/8. 

• Focus Nodes:  Set your camera to use only one of the focus nodes.  This will help you to 

focus on just the bird if it is on a branch of a tree with lots of leaves in the vicinity. 

• Continuous Shooting Mode:    Great for rapid fire if your birds are in flight. 
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Notes: 

• Focus on the eyes.  The eyes will draw the viewer’s attention to the image.   

• Use the rule of thirds for placement within the image. 

• Set your lens to autofocus on farther objects.  Some long lenses have a switch that controls 

the distance that the autofocus will search at. If you are photographing birds that are a fair 

distance away, set the switch to focus on far away objects. This will stop your lens from 

searching for something closer to focus on and allow it to autofocus more quickly on the 

desired subject. 

• Be ready.  Sometimes the most perfect bird photo opportunities happen at the most 

random moments, so it’s important to always be ready for a wildlife shot. When you’re 

hiking or bushwalking, always keep your telephoto lens on your camera, and have your 

shutter speed,  aperture and ISO pre-set.  

 


