
Taking Better Pictures
By 

Lynn Betts, NRCS, Iowa

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This powerpoint was developed in February of 2005 by Lynn Betts, a 35-year veteran communications specialist with the Natural Resources Conservation Service in Iowa. Most, but not all, of the photos used in it were taken by Lynn Betts.Selected photos were by SCS photographers Tim McCabe and Erv Cole.



My experiences:

 ISU Photojournalism classes
 1-year apprenticeship with Erv 

Cole
 Nikon School of Photography
 Missouri Photojournalism 

Workshop
 Work with SCS national 

photographers
 35 Years of conservation 

photography

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I give you this background to show what experience in photography shaped my thinking. Critical assessments of photos in journalism classes, and formal workshops, and even more so by SCS national photographers, were helpful in improving my work. Photography is a continual learning experience.  You never can get either the technical aspects or the composition mastered to full satisfaction.



Why better pictures?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
How do we learn, and how do we communicate? Well, from this chart you see that after two weeks we tend to remember only 10% of what we read. And we remember only 20% of what we hear.  But we’re better than that by looking at pictures– up to 30%..And if we can combine the picture with an audio explanation, we tend to remember 50 % of the material in two weeks!  That means all of you should remember half of this presentation for two weeks! And if you could give the talk instead, you’d remember 70 % of it.  And, if we could go out on a field trip or have each of you apply it with your camera, that’s where the real learning and retention comes in. And that’s the real key to learning to  improve your photography– taking lots of photos and looking at them critically. 



Which would you pick up?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Maybe you don’t believe the figures from the previous slide.  So, I would just ask you, if everything else were even– same topic, same information, which is more appealing– an illustrated explanation or one with text only?I was talking the other day with a contractor who sells and installs permeable paving block systems, and he said he no longer does any printed brochures. He puts out DVD’s instead, because he says what the clients wanted was pictures to see how the work is done and what it looks like afterward.We are a very visual society.  So, the better your pictures, the more people you can attract to your cause, impress with your ability, or convince to buy your product.



Taking care of your camera

Store it : 
---somewhere 

other than 
on the trunk 
of a car or 
the street!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you leave your camera unattended on the trunk of a car, it could end up like this one!



Taking care of your camera

The good news:
Inexpensive 

camera bag

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The only good news from a bad situation is that the bag for the camera is a very inexpensive bag!!!



Taking care of your camera
Store above Zero

Not in dusty, hot pickup

Batteries cause severe 
damage at 110 
degrees

Lens is coated- use only 
special lens agents, 
cloths

Use Bulb blower brush

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Seriously, a camera shouldn’t be kept in a hot, dusty pickup day after day. Batteries can cause damage to the camera if they get too hot.The lens is coated. Any kind of abrasive cleaning agent could damage that coating. It’s best to use only the cleaning agents recommended for cameras. There are a number of treated cloths made specifically to clean camera lenses.



How to hold your camera

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you hold the camera out in front of you, the tendency is to move the camera downward as you push the shutter.  That even happens if you have your elbows out, with the camera up to your face.  You want to form a solid base for the camera, with elbows anchored to your body, the camera pressed against your forehead and cradled in your hands.  This is a solid position.



Fill the Frame with your subject
Composition Tip #1

Presenter
Presentation Notes
How much of this picture is filled with the subject? Get used to measuring how much space, in percentage, the main subject takes up in the viewfinder.  One of the most-often mistakes made is that people are too far from the subject, and don’t fill the frame with the subject.  Remember the two camera photos earlier?What happens is your eye tends to zoom in on the subject, and during the photo taking, sees the primary subject well. But your eye and mind tend to delete all the unnecessary, distracting things surrounding the subject.  It’s like seeing a deer or bird in the distance, and taking the photo and being disappointed when you get the picture back because it’s only a dot in the photo. Get used to measuring the percentage of the frame that’s taken up with your subject. It should always be more than 50 percent, and you’ll like 80 or 90 better.



Compose for a Center of Interest
Composition Tip #2

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You need something for the viewers’ eye to be drawn to. It’s usually people. So you place them in the photo where they fit into the scene nicely, and where the eye keeps coming back to them. Center of interest does not mean center of photo. Note that the people are off center here. Also notice that the red and the white colors attract attention.



Get the Clutter out!
Composition Tip #3

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What do you see in this picture on the left?  That’s the point– there is so much clutter that you don’t see the subject.  That happens in photos all the time. To solve this problem, you want to move either the subject or move yourself to get rid of the clutter in the background.



Follow the Rule of Thirds
Composition Tip #4

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some people like symmetry, but most often people will find an image more dynamic and interesting if the main subject is not centered in the photo. Instead, center the subject on one of the 4 intersections made with cutting the photo into thirds. You will see this a lot in landscape and professional photos.



Use curves for depth
Composition Tip #5

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Diminishing lines from the front to back of a scene give it a more three dimensional look. When those lines are curved, the photo has appeal.



Look for Frames
Composition Tip #6

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As the photographer walks upon this scene, the photo can be taken from eye level to record the scene as it’s seen by a person walking by.



Look for Frames
Composition Tip #6

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But the scene becomes more interesting if it’s framed with the owner’s sign.  Same scene as the previous slide, but the photographer got lower to fill more to use a frame, to give a center of interest to the photo.



Use repetition in lines, patterns
Composition Tip #7

Presenter
Presentation Notes
People find pictures more interesting if lines or patterns repeat across the picture. The same can be true if you can show texture in the photo. Notice the repeating lines in this photo also show depth as the lines diminish and disappear in the background.Most of the time, lines are most effective if you shoot down the line, not across it.



Include people, naturally
Composition Tip #8

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Try to envision this photo with no fisherman. It would have no center of interest, and would be a very boring photo.Most pictures are improved when you include people. But the people usually need to be doing something rather than just standing in the photo. (Remember to get a photo release if the person isn’t a federal employee). 



Face subjects into the scene
Composition Tip #9

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you can’t get people into the photo, animals are the next best thing.  And just as you want people to face into the photo, you want animals to face into the photo.  When they face outwards, the viewer’s eye is led out of the photo rather than towards the subject.Other than for nature photography, if you can’t get people or animals in a photo, machinery usually helps to add interest. 



Focus selectively
Composition Tip #10

Presenter
Presentation Notes
With closeups, whether it be a portrait of a person or a photo of a bird or animal, you usually want to separate the subject from the background. In the portrait above, if the leaves of the tree in the background had been in sharp focus, the leaves would compete for attention with the man. In the case of the hummingbird, it would have blended into the background almost completely if the background had not been thrown out of focus.The way to get only the subject in sharp focus is to use fast shutter speeds and wide open apertures. This can be done using the automatic portrait setting on the digital camera, or the shutter-prefered setting with a fast shutter speed, among other ways.  You also can get a more shallow depth of focus if you use a longer lens.



Avoid overhead light
Lighting Tip #1

Presenter
Presentation Notes
While composition is important, light can also make or break a picture. The time of day, the weather, and photographer position can all affect the light in your photos. Unless you want a scarecrow look, avoid taking pictures at high noon on a sunny day.  



Sidelight: very effective
Lighting Tip #2

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A much more appealing light source is from the side. Side light produces long shadows and gives a more three-dimensional look to photos. The light can be brilliant if the sun is low in the sky in the east, as in this photo, and the photo is taken facing north, for instance. Shadows help define distances and separate objects in a photo.



Backlight: dramatic
Lighting Tip #3

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Even more dramatic than sidelighting is backlighting, where the photographer is facing mostly into the light source. Note the definition given to the rolling topography in the background of this photo by the shadows cast on the hillsides.



Shoot early morning, late day
Lighting Tip #4

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ever been out in the countryside, late in the day on a calm, bright sunny day, and the landscape seems peaceful, with colors that are dramatic and beautiful, leaving you with a good feeling about nature and the world??That’s the mood that is often effective for beautiful landscape scenes. The earlier or later in the day you shoot, the lower the sun will be in the sky and the longer the shadows will be. You need shadows in landscape pictures to add drama, and perspective. And the colors will be most saturated at this time of day, with strong sidelight from a sun that is low in the sky. This photo was taken less than two hours before sunset.



Use a polarizing filter
Lighting Tip #5

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A polarizing filter can reduce glare in a picture, but it’s also effective in making blue colors a deeper blue, green colors a brighter green, and reds very dramatic.Polarizing filters give colors more snap, and can improve conservation photos.They help make cumulus clouds stand out from a blue sky, for instance.



Use a polarizing filter
Lighting Tip #5

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A polarizing filter does cut down on the amount of light that will reach the lens.For a polarizing filter to be effective, the photo needs to be taken at a right angle to the light source. Most filters have a mark on the outside rotating ring of the filter. You face your subject, at a 90 degree angle from the direction of the sun, and point the mark at the sun for maximum polarization and color enhancement.



Landscapes need shadows
Lighting Tip #6

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Even if shadows are subtle, they help define differences in the height of plants, etc. in the landscape. And they add contrast and interest to a photo.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #1– Plan ahead. Timing is critical.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Conservation photos are somewhat of a speciality. Even seasoned photographers may not understand the importance of taking conservation photos at the optimum time of year, when crops and plants are at stages that they help communicate the value of a conservation practice or they demonstrate how a practice fits on the landscape.NRCS gets requests from publications in March, for instance, for sites that have conservation buffers. But with no growing crop, dormant grasses, and trees with no leaves, a buffer photo is very drab and uninteresting. To show the relationship of crops to buffer grasses to streams, it’s important to have crops at a recognitional stage, and grasses that are appealing. Most conservation practice photos are best taken when crops are at a young stage in the spring, or closer to harvest in late summer or fall.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #2– get off the ground for a storytelling view.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To visually tell a story of how conservation practices fit into the landscape, and how they work, most often the photographer needs some elevation. It’s essential to be able to see over the grasses of a buffer, for instance, to understand how those grasses relate to the crop field and nearby streams.Sometimes, even the elevation of a few feet can help.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #2– get off the ground for a storytelling view.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One choice is to stand on a stepladder. Note: don’t try this top of the ladder position yourself, for safety reasons.But do get up on a ladder.  Without getting the photographer off the ground, how could the viewer have seen the pond behind the horses and include the horses in the photo? The fence would be a distraction, too. With elevation, the horses can be the center of interest, but the pond and pasture relationship is also featured.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #2– get off the ground for a storytelling view.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many conservation practices are better shown if the photograph can be taken at an oblique angle 30 to 50 feet off the ground. This can be done from the vantage point of a painter’s or electrician’s bucket. These are widely available for rent. The buckets can place the photographer over the subject, allowing a shot to be taken along the practice rather than across it. The elevation lets the viewer see what is behind the plantings, etc. In the case of a windbreak, one picture can show both the shrubs and trees of a windbreak and the buildings it protects. In the case of riparian buffers, without elevation, the photographer seldom sees the relationship of the grass and trees of the buffer to the crop field and the stream it protects. Note that people in the buffer photo are too small to be identified, but nevertheless add a center of interest to the photo.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #2– get off the ground for a storytelling view.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some scenes are so broad they are best photographed from the air. A J-3 cub or supercub is an ideal aircraft to take aerial photos, since they can fly slow and low, and their entire right side opens up for the photographer to shoot without plexiglass reflection.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #3– use a polarizing filter.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As mentioned earlier, a polarizing filter enhances color in landscape photographs. Keep in mind these photos will normally be taken in a north/south facing orientation for maximum color enhancement.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #4– include people for interest and perspective.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The two women in this photo lead the eye to them immediately. The center of interest would be much less defined without people in the photo. In conservation photos, most often the people should be doing something rather than looking at the camera, but that rule can sometimes be broken.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #5– fill the frame with the subject.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If the subject of the photo on the left were conservation planning, note that only about 5 percent of the photo space is filled with the people doing the planning. They are too far away to be recognizable. The photo would be improved if the two people were moved closer to the photographer, to fill up at least one-third of the photo space. Note the change in human interest as the space filled with people jumps to more like 80 percent in the more closeup view of conservation planning on the right.My advice on filling the frame with the subject:  Walk closer to the subject until you think you are too close, then take another step or few steps closer. You will probably like the photo better the closer you are.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #6– shoot with good light.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Overcast, or extremely cloudy days are not the best for conservation photos. They tend to be colorless, without any snap. The wetland shot could be much more dramatic early or late in the day with sunshine. Vibrant colors are important to conservation scenes.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #7– shoot multiple angles, & closeup to wide scene.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When you’ve gone to the trouble of visiting a site, why not take just a little extra time to get a variation of shots? Your use of photos will be expanded greatly if you come back to the office with a mix of landscape and people photos.  Shoot some pictures with the whole family, with no one, and with only the primary landowner/renter. Shoot a mix of closeups and broader landscape shots, too.  Set the stage with landscape shots and add human interest with the closeup shots.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #8– select good scenes that tell a story.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If the story is the snow survey that leads to water use and management, look for scenes that connect mountains and snowfall to water. If the subject is the impact of ever-increasing urbanization, show house after house and row after row of new houses. If wildlife is the topic, fill the frame with wildlife.  Often, the scene you select for a photo is all-important as you try to communicate with a photo. 



Taking conservation photos
Tip #9– include farmsteads if possible to add interest.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As our society becomes more urbanized, fewer people relate to or understand how agriculture works. People might not relate to a soybean field. In this case, the field certainly has little impact in relating farm contributions to wind energy.But look at the difference in how the scene says “this is a farm” when the photographer gets a farmstead in the photograph and gets closer to the windmills. We tell better, more interesting agricultural stories with photographs that include farmsteads.



Taking conservation photos
Tip #10– study photos on the NRCS photogallery.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
NRCS has a photogallery of more than 2000 photos, available to anyone to easily download and use in presentations, magazine articles, newspaper stories, training, etc.Don’t hesitate to use the photos yourself, but also look at the photos before you go to take photos of a certain situation so you can have a vision of what your photo could be. Copy the composition, photographer viewpoint, etc.The photogallery is at http://photogallery.nrcs.usda.gov/



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Just a few quick tips on taking conservation practice photos.  Earlier we talked about getting some elevation. That’s important for conservation buffers. Also important is to shoot DOWN ALONG the buffer, rather than across it in a cross-section. That’s true with most conservation practices. You want to see the orientation of the practice in the landscape.



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
With a farm pond, as with other conservation practices, a birdseye perspective often makes a good picture. If you have a dam, you especially need to get up in the air to show it along with the water behind it. Notice here that the fisherman and boat add to the picture, as does the farmstead. Look for scenes that include people and buildings.



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is difficult to fill the frame with a strip practice like a terrace. But notice if the photographer has a little elevation above the terrace, one terrace can fill at least one-fourth of the photo. And, shooting down the terrace helps to explain a mound of earth in a long, curving line through a field.  On the other hand, if the photographer were to stand where the tractor is in this photo and try to take a picture towards the terrace, across it rather than down it, there would be no length to the terrace or it could not fill the frame.Once again, getting people or machinery in conservation photos helps tell a better story and makes the photos more interesting. 



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Grasses can be taken from many perspectives, from closeup to wide angle shots. Time of day, time of year should be considered.



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Restored wetlands that have a large pool of water with little vegetative variation present challenges. To help add interest to them, be prepared with people to add interest. Look for adjoining food plots or other points of interest.  



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Closeups of wildlife are extremely difficult to take. Most NRCS employees photo equipment is better suited to taking habitat photos. Look for scenes that people would think provide food or cover for wildlife. 



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The photo in upper left is:Too far away from the windbreakShooting across the grass buffer, making it look like a line of grass rather than a stream with grass on each side.In the photo below it, we shoot down the grass buffer, but we are too far from it so again it looks like only a patch of grass.We have to get into the buffer, and shoot down it, to show the relationship of the bean field on the left to the buffer and the drainageway it protects on the right.



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Conservation tillage may be best shown from a low angle that illustrates the cover it provides the ground and how last year’s crop residue is still on the ground while the current year’s crop grows.



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It’s important to get close to a windbreak, and get some elevation, to show rows of trees and shrubs and how they offer protection to buildings behind them.



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Quick tips on aerial photography:Get an airplane that flies low and slow. Try to keep the horizon level if you can. 



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Check to see that you are filling the frame with your subject. Otherwise, you will be too far away, a common problem with aerial pictures. Shoot at a high shutter speed and wide open aperture– you don’t need much depth of field with aerials. 



Taking conservation photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Find an airplane with a window that opens, so you don’t have to shoot through plexiglass.Try to include a farmstead in the photo. It will add interest and contrast.Watch how lines form on the land. Try to position yourself so those lines lead your eyes into the picture or to the center of interest.Shoot both vertical and horizontal format, depending on the scene.
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