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A Royal in Waiting
PHOTO TUTORIAL

In the last hour of the last day of a two-week sub-Antarctic expedition, I was fortunate
enough to capture this image of a rare Southern Royal Albatross. With only 8,500
breeding pairs left, they are now classified as vulnerable to extinction - their existence
being increasingly threatened by the plastic we use and the fish we buy, thousands of
kilometres away.
One of the most important things to me about conservation and wildlife photography is the
opportunity to help people connect with the beauty of our world, and understand the peril
that some species now face. I donate many of my images to not-for-profit organisations
such as the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) to use in their conservation efforts.

The Place

New Zealand’s sub-Antarctic islands are the Albatross capital of the world, with around 14 species
breeding in the region. As albatross prefer windswept isolated islands in high latitudes, it can be a
challenging environment to access, and difficult to work in. This image was taken on Campbell Island
in the Southern Ocean, where wind gusts reach over 96km/h on at least 100 days each year.
To experience wildlife that lives in such rugged isolation is both exhilarating and deeply moving. I felt
humbled to witness the serene beauty of this Southern Royal Albatross in such a harsh environment,
patiently waiting for their chick to hatch.
Like most conservation and wildlife photography, the challenges are often not just limited to locating
the animals, the weather conditions on the day, or equipment performance - simply getting to the
location can be tough.
To reach Campbell Island (the main island of the uninhabited sub-Antarctic Campbell Islands group)
you need to travel about 600kms from the tip of New Zealand’s South Island. The ecosystem here is
maritime tundra with consistently cool, cloudy, wet and windy weather. The mean daily temperature is
between 5 and 10 degrees Celsius and it rains for around 325 days each year.

A typical day on Campbell Island
We arrived at Campbell Island on an ice-strengthened Russian expedition vessel as part of a
12-day journey to visit some of the sub-Antarctic islands south of New Zealand, including Macquarie,
Auckland, Snares and Campbell islands. As our ship pitched and rolled towards the Campbell island
group, the captain remarked that our “moderate” 7-metre sea swell could have been much worse, with
stormy conditions producing waves as high as a six-storey building.
The photo was taken on Saturday 20th December 2014, our second day on the island. The
conditions were relatively typical for summer in this region with early morning drizzle, overcast skies
and moderate winds. My primary objective for this day was to photograph a Southern Royal Albatross
- nesting or in flight.
We began our climb on a well-maintained New Zealand Department
of Conservation boardwalk towards an established albatross nesting
area. After about 1.5kms however we were forced to detour through
the tussock grass as a rare Hooker’s sea lion had decided to use the
boardwalk as a sundeck.
Once past this gatekeeper we saw our first Southern Royal, nesting less
than a metre from the path. My immediate thought was (and a common
trap I fall into) “Well if this is what I see straight away, I wonder what it will
be like if I keep on going?” So I did what I often do, and I walked past a
great photo opportunity looking for something better.
After about an hour and a half there of course wasn’t anything better (as is so often the case), and as
our time had started to run out, we headed back downhill towards the ship. As we reached the spot
where we had seen our first Southern Royal, the bird was still there, sitting quietly and patiently, as it
had been a few hours (and most likely days or weeks) before.

Waiting to be photographed
As the albatross had built its nest next to the path, I assumed it was somewhat comfortable with
human presence - at least for a short period of time. Nevertheless, I still gave myself a maximum of
five minutes, or until ‘bill clacking’ started (a sign of albatross anxiety), to either take the shot or move
on. I am not sure whether even this amount of time was short enough to avoid stressing the albatross,
as recent research has shown that some birds (like humans I guess) start experiencing physiological
stress way before they show any outward behavioural signs.
My choice of vantage points was limited because I wanted to stay on the boardwalk rather than
trample the surrounding vegetation, so I selected my middle range 24-70mm lens. As speed and
flexibility were important, I decided against using my tripod, and to ensure a good depth of field to best
capture the albatross in its wilderness environment, I set my f-stop to 18. Shutter speed was set to
a comfortable 1/250th (for a lens with no vibration reduction), and I increased my ISO to 500 for the
right exposure.
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Ready to start shooting, I moved in slowly and quietly squatted down. I took a variety of shots at
slightly different angles, aspects and focal lengths, however all approximately at eye height. After about
four minutes and 25 shots, the sun momentarily broke through and illuminated the albatross just a
little bit more. I couldn’t believe my luck and took about another 10 shots in that two-minute window
of sunlight. I then decided that was enough, and moved slowly away. All in all I took about 35 shots,
and as usual when using a camera with two memory card slots, one image was saved as RAW with
another being simultaneously saved as a high-resolution jpeg.

Here are some of the images I shot from other angles:

From my point of view, the basic special equipment required for this type of trip is wet weather gear
(for both yourself and your camera) and hiking boots. I’d also recommend walking poles, as uneven
ground makes carrying heavy equipment more difficult, and you really don’t want to sprain an ankle or
worse when you are days away from medical help.
I don’t take a laptop not only because of the extra weight it adds, but more importantly because it
helps ensure I spend as much time as possible outside, either taking photos or just enjoying the
experience. Processing can be done later.

Post-Processing
All my post-processing is done in Lightroom using an iMac once I am home. Whenever I get back
from a trip I immediately download all my photos onto the computer’s hard drive, with lens profile
and chromatic aberration correction automatically on. I then add broad key word tags in a batch
(e.g. Southern Ocean, 2014, December), and then again using geographical related batches
(e.g. Campbell Island, Macquarie Island). I then do two Time Machine back-ups; one stored on-site,
the other off-site. I also put the SD card aside and use another one for the next month or so.
After this, I try to take a few days off to let all the experiences digest, unless I believe I have a great
shot - then I really can’t help myself and have to take a look!

The original image (including presets)			

Final product

From the RAW, processing for this picture was relatively simple, and included the following initial
adjustments:
• Spot removal using the “visualize spots’ button via the cloning tool (my new favorite
LR5 discovery).
• Angle adjustment (+1.7) to get the image level followed by cropping to center the beak
• Overall exposure adjusted (-0.5) to reduce clipping and ensure the head was correctly exposed
• Increasing clarity (+34) and vibrance (+33) just to add some ‘punch’
• Reduce overall light tones (-15), dark tones (-11) and increase black clipping (+11) to bring in detail
• Luminescence smoothing (+15, detail 50) to sharpen broad image edges without losing the fine detail
• Colour noise reduction (+32) as it felt just a little grainy at high resolution for such a gentle picture
• Post crop vignette added (-14) and further darkening using a vertical egg-shaped radial filter to reduce
the external exposure by -0.25 to further bring attention/focus to the albatross.
After this I then posted this image onto 1x.com, and based on some really excellent critiques, I did the
additional adjustments:
• Reduced the exposure around both sides of the nest about -0.5 and reduced the shadow on the right
side -0.24 to balance out the exposure on both sides broadly. I reduced the shadow on the left side
of the albatross head and neck (on our right) by -0.5 and reduced the highlights by -0.4 and exposure
-0.2 on the right side of his/her head and neck (our left), simply to get the balance and detail feeling
balanced for what I saw.
• Increased the exposure of the land just behind the albatross’s head (i.e. the valley) by +0.8, to bring out
a little more detail that had been lost in the vignetting process.

Hints
Four things I would recommend to anyone wanting to go to this type of environment and take wildlife shots:
1. Know/learn the signs of animal distress before you go, and commit to not overstepping any boundaries
(however you have defined them). Have someone objective with you who will say “OK, that’s enough/
too close”. It’s sometimes all too easy to get so engrossed in the photographic experience that you
forget where you are, and what you are part of. Thanks Heather for always doing this.
2. Seasickness medication. Unless you have a stomach of steel, getting there (for me at least) wasn’t fun!
3. Take walking poles.
4. Cover all photographic options if you can - take a variety of shots using different angles and focal
lengths – you may only get to be there once!
5. Buy, borrow, or hire the best equipment possible and take a spare camera body. You may never be
back there again.

Doug’s story
“Wildlife images are one of the most powerful ways we have
of engaging people in the natural world” – Sir David Attenborough.
I share most of my photographs with not-for-profit organisations whose values and goals closely align
with mine, such as WWF, Australian Conservation Foundation and National Geographic - organisations
who want to inspire people and communities to discover, value and protect the natural world.
Initially trained as a zoologist, and then later in bioethics with one of the greats Peter Singer,
after many years in healthcare marketing and being on the board of Environment Victoria, I now also
run a science/environmentally focused communication consultancy called The Framing Effect, whose
aim is to help people influence more effectively, both with words and with images.
A senior critic for the worlds largest curated photo community (1x.com), a governor of the World Wide
Fund for Nature (WWF) in Australia, I can occasionally be found teaching Science Communication and
Marketing Ethics at the University of Melbourne.
You can find some of my conservation and wildlife photography on Facebook or Instagram and
I occasionally post on Twitter.
My hope is that the images, information and skills I share, will help engage people to care more, and
so behave differently, towards the world around them.

Conflicts of Interest
Photographic equipment: Nil: All equipment used on this trip was purchased by myself in full.

Other photos
For more photos of this trip, please visit my website at www.gimesy.com and go to the folio ‘Antarctic
+ sub-Antarctica’, or the album on my Facebook page titled Southern Ocean sub-Antarctic Islands,
south of NZ, which you can find via searching ‘Doug Gimesy Photography’. I am also on Instagram
(doug_gimesy) and just starting to use Pinterest occasionally (gimesy).

Credits
Thanks to Heather Kiley (my partner) for ensuring I don’t outstay my welcome when photographing
wildlife; taking the photo of me taking the photo of the albatross; and for all her editorial help.
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