CAMERA TRAPS

Camera
trapping

Images taken with camera traps are
winning major photography awards.

Far from the camera doing all the work,
Keith Wilson discovers where thereal
work lies on the part of the photographer

mur tigers are the largest
of the world’s big cats.
They are also among the
most endangered with
barely 500 individuals living in the
sprawling forests and mountains of
Primorye Province in Russia’s Far
East, with maybe another 20 or 30
roaming the remote borderlands
into northeast China and North
Korea. Also known as the Siberian
tiger, new images of this beautiful
and elusive predator are as rare as the
animal itself. For that alone, Sergey
Gorshkov’s prize-winning camera
trap photo of an Amur tigress scent-
marking a Manchurian fir tree was
always going to stand out from
the 49,000 other images entered
in the 2020 Wildlife Photographer
of the Year competition. But there
is much more to his photo, ‘The
Embrace’, than the fleeting glimpse
of a legendary creature. ‘There are
few who look at Sergey Gorshkov’s
image and don’t marvel at it,” says
the chair of the competition judging
panel, Roz Kidman Cox. ‘The focus
is the Amur tiger’s pose of ecstasy
but set within a whole scene - the
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composition — perfectly lit with both
natural and artificial light. It’s an
image that tells a story and does so
with artistry.’

Through her appreciation of the
photo’s aesthetics and beauty,
Kidman Cox is acknowledging that
camera trap images can be as artistic
as any wildlife photo from the
contest since it began in the 1960s.
But ‘The Embrace’ is not the first
camera trap photo to win the coveted
title; that honour belongs to Steve
Winter in 2008 for his astonishing
image of a snow leopard, taken at
night during a snowstorm in the
mountains above Ladakh, India.

Precise framing

Unlike Gorshkov, who relied upon a
passive infrared (PIR) motion
detector to get his winning photo,
Winter prefers an infrared beam
running between a transmitter and
receiver to trigger his cameras. This
method, he says, gives him greater
creative control over the
composition. In effect, his precise
placement of the beam will
determine the exact position of the
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The embrace. Ten
months elapsed
between setting
up the camera
trap and achieving
this award-winning
image of a rare
Amur tigress
scent-marking a
Manchurian fir
tree in Russia’s
Far East

cat in the frame when the flash fires
—assuming it ever turns up. Winter
is painstaking about visualising the
composition before getting his
camera traps out: ‘A lot of the time

[ will step back and just look at the
scene. I talk to myself a lot about the
image, but that’s how I do it!
Sometimes it will take a few days just
walking the trail before we put a
camera trap up, or I get excited about
a location, if we see an area with a
lot of animal tracks, and so we’ll stop
tracking and put the camera up.’

Key to Winter’s set-ups is checking
the flash exposure after dark before
leaving the scene. ‘I knew that no
matter when the snow leopard came
by, whether it was 12 noon or 12
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midnight, the flash had to be the
dominant light or else I wouldn't get
it. So that created for very long days
and walking back in the dark. We
came down in headlamps because
you couldn’t check the flash until
the sun went behind the mountain.
I have done that my whole career.’
Winter says it is nearly always the
first frame that gets the shot. ‘T rely
on that first frame being mine,” he
says. ‘It’s that first frame that I
composed and set-up, and
methodically put that transmitter
and receiver exactly where I want
the cat to break the beam.” Another
reason why the first frame is likely to
get his intended result is down
to the behaviour of the animal
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A captive embrace

WHEN Sergey Gorshkov was named 2020
Wildlife Photographer of the Year for this
remarkable photo, it was the culmination of a
dream that began two winters before. Back
in January 2019, in the Land of the Leopard
National Park, Gorshkov installed the first of
a series of camera traps, a Nikon Z 7 with
50mm /1.8 lens, connected to a Cognisys
Scout PIR motion sensor, 10 metres from a
giant fir that bore traces of tiger hair and
scratches. Park rangers believed this was a
favourite place for tigers to scent-mark, so an
ideal target area for a camera trap. ‘From
then on, | could think of nothing else,” he
said. But a long wait lay ahead of him.

Gorshkov trekked back every three

months to check his cameras, but it wasn’t
until nearly a year later, in November 2019,
that his camera revealed this moment when
the tigress hugged the tree while marking it
with scent from her cheek glands. Titled
‘The Embrace’, the photo was one of only
three tiger images taken from his camera
traps in ten months. ‘The lighting, the
colours, the texture — it’s like an oil
painting, said Wildlife Photographer of the
Year jury chair, Roz Kidman-Cox. The park
rangers later identified the tigress as
number T41F by her unique stripe pattern.
She now has three cubs and Gorshkov’s
next quest is to photograph the family in
their Siberian wilderness home.
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itself: “That’s the beauty about

cats, they just walk by and
don't stop, so that’s all you're going
to get. So, you better had done it
right the first time!’

Extreme planning
Even after setting up in a location
known to be on a favoured trail of a
tiger or leopard, no photographer
can predict how long the wait will
be, or how many return visits will be
needed to check cameras, batteries
and memory cards, before the
desired result is achieved — if at all.
For Winter’s snow leopard, it was
nearly five months, for Gorshkov’s
tiger, almost a year. But, for all their
planning and perseverance there
remain those who believe these
award-winning photos are little
more than lucky camera trap snaps.
Kidman Cox doesn’t deny luck plays
arole. Referring to Gorshkov’s photo
she says, ‘There is luck, but only
made through extreme planning.
More important, the photographer
had to create the image in his
mind’s eye before he could begin
to plan how to make it. This
required not only considerable
experimentation and technical
mastery, but also an artist’s eye.’
Kidman Cox says all camera trap
images submitted for the 2020
competition came about after a
minimum of three months of trial
and error. ‘Also, and this is
important, all their compositions
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2 would have been impossible to

achieve in the wild in any other way
without disturbance to their wild
subjects, and in Sergey’s case,
without danger to himself.’

The idea of achieving the
impossible, to photograph a rarely
seen animal or witness a behaviour
unknown to science, are among the
most convincing arguments in
favour of camera traps. For award-
winning photographer Christian
Ziegler, a recent trip to Bhutan
provided such an example: ‘In
Bhutan, I saw that the leopard is a
very flexible species; I got photos
from sea level and in a different
camera trap above 2,000 metres.
With camera traps, I love that I get
an insight into the secret life of these
shy animals, and maybe I will see
some behaviour that has not been
captured before.’ Ziegler is also a
renowned tropical ecologist and
frequently uses camera traps in his
work for the Smithsonian Tropical
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Above: A star is
born. Steve Winter
knew that the
famous Hollywood
cougar would
break the infrared
beam with his
nose because he
always walked
with his head
down

Left: Snowstorm
leopard. No
photos before or
since have
captured the
elusive snow
leopard as clearly
as this camera
trap image, for
which Steve
Winter was named
Wildlife
Photographer of
the Year 2008

Research Institute in Panama. ‘To
create really stunning pictures, I
need repeated situations to fine-tune
the picture, lighting and
composition,” he says. ‘Therefore,

I look for a place where an animal
goes repeatedly to forage, or a den or
a nest to breed or to feed the
offspring. Local knowledge is
especially important when using
camera traps, as you have to predict
where the animal will be. You have
to be able to recognise their trails,
dens, scratching or scent marks so
you are not wasting your time.’

Friendly flash

Of paramount importance to camera
trap specialists like Ziegler and
Winter is to limit any disturbance to
the subject. Flash is essential for
most camera trap photography, and
while big cats might seem insouciant
towards its presence, some bat
species are not so relaxed about their
flight path being blitzed by multiple
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The Hollywood cougar

STEVE Winter’s snow leopard may have won
him the grand prize of Wildlife Photographer of
the Year in 2008, but it is his more recent photo,
‘Hollywood Cougar’, taken in 2013, which
remains his best-known camera trap image. This
time, the location — Los Angeles’ Griffith Park,
site of the iconic Hollywood sign — was more
accessible, but sightings of cougars were rare.
That all changed in March 2012, when a trail
camera set by biologists to monitor the local
wildlife caught an image of a big young male.
‘Once | was told there were cats in that area,
| then visualised what would be the perfect
picture, he recalls. Winter worked with the
biologists to set up a series of camera traps in
the hills around Los Angeles, each positioned so
they might catch the cougar (named P22) against
the city background.

Although P22 was collared and frequently
sighted, it still took 14 months before Winter got
the photo he envisaged. By that time, he knew
the cougar better than any other wild cat he had
photographed. ‘I even knew P22 walked down the

hill with his head down,” he says, ‘so | knew his
nose would break the beam and not his chest
because that’s a tight-ass frame and | don’t crop.
That’s exactly the way he walked.” Winter's
camera trap comprised a Canon EOS Rebel T3i
with a 10-22mm lens set to 21mm, placed in a
waterproof camera box with Plexiglass tubes for
two SB700 Nikon flashes, and a Trailmaster
infrared remote trigger.

P22 is believed to be about 11 years old
now and he roams Griffith Park still, in search
of an elusive mate.

bursts of artificial white light. ‘T've
found that some species are
bothered by the flash,” says
Somerset-based photographer Neil
Aldridge. “We know from research
that bats avoid well-lit areas, they
actively avoid white lighting.’
Aldridge, the 2014 European
Wildlife Photographer of the Year,
recently used camera traps to
photograph several species, in
particular the lesser horseshoe bat,
emerging from their roost in a barn
close to where he lives. Another
species in the roost, the grey
long-eared bat, is Britain’s rarest, and
relies more on their sight to navigate
than Aldridge first thought. “They
hardly echo locate, even though
they’ve got massive ears. They've
evolved to rely more on sight and
only echo locate when they get very
close to their prey, so lighting does
affect them quite considerably.’
However, photographing this or any
bat is virtually impossible without

flash, so Aldridge changed his set-up
to lessen any impact on the bats
while still being able to create his
shots. His solution was to stick red
gel filters over his flash heads. ‘The
bats don’t respond to red light in the
same way they avoid white light,” he
says. ‘Using red filters for these bats
is, I think, the right thing to do.” But
by using red light, he had to make
other technical compromises to
obtain his important photos of these
endangered animals. (See page 25.)

Click bait

Probably the most contentious
practice associated with camera trap
photography is the use of bait, or
‘supplementary feeding’ as some
photographers refer to it. Aldridge,
who also uses camera traps to
photograph more common British
wildlife such as foxes and badgers,
prefers not to bait but has done so
occasionally: ‘If you put in that
fieldcraft and know the area,
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and you build up that
knowledge of when they come

and go, you shouldn’t need to bait.’
However, when making camera trap
images of foxes walking along a
woodland trail, he was encouraged
to do so by the farmer on whose
land the foxes lived. ‘The farmer
actively wanted me to bait the foxes,
to make sure they were fed enough
so they didn’t kill his chickens! He
said, “If you're going to photograph
my foxes [ want you to put some
food down, and if you get your shots
at the same time and the foxes are
happy and they’re not doing my
chickens, then it’s a win-win!”’

Steve Winter’s stance on the issue
is unequivocal: ‘I've never baited a
damned thing! I just don’t think it’s
real if you're going there and
specifically baiting an animal to
come into your camera for the sake
of a photograph.’ That said, he
recalls his first experiences of
photographing big cats involved
working with a team of scientists
who laid down bait to attract
jaguars. It proved to be in vain. “The
areas we were working in, there was
so much prey the cats would never
come into a stinky-ass, maggot-filled
dead animal! They had enough food
there on their own. So, I pride
myself in I have never done it
because I never needed to.’

Ethical debate

Issues surrounding the use of bait
and flash may contrive an ethical
debate about camera trap
photography for some, but Aldridge
believes camera traps fully deserve
their commended place in wildlife
photography competitions. ‘Camera
trapping is a fantastic tool. It’s part
of the technological development of
our craft,” he says. ‘It can really add
to story-telling by showing in one
shot a connection between an
animal and the environment. It’s
revolutionised that.” Fellow British
wildlife photographer Andrew
Parkinson, who is on the jury of this
year’s European Wildlife
Photographer of the Year contest,
agrees: ‘If you don’t have camera
trap images you're talking about
eliminating some of the greatest
wildlife photos that have ever been
taken — the snow leopard, the
Siberian tiger. You can't seriously
expect Gorshkov to sit in the Siberian
forest with a camera and lens and
pray forever for a Siberian tiger to
turn up. It’s an absolute absurdity!’
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The ’hih risk, high reward’ approach

‘THAT shot took me two months to
get,’ says Neil Aldridge about his low,
wideangle night study of an inquisitive
rural fox. ‘That’s the shot | had in my
head. | knew the spot, he’s in the
woodland up the road from here.

Interestingly, the light behind is not the

last rays of sunset but the light

pollution from Bristol!” Though Aldridge

knew the behaviour of the foxes that
lived around this patch of woodland, it
still took him two months to get the
result he wanted with the fox in this
specific position to make it the right
size in the frame. First, he had to
modify the PIR motion detector sensor
with an active range of 180°. ‘When
shooting with a PIR sensor that can
pick up anything in the frame, like a

mouse over there, or someone walking

through the woods either side, you
have to find a way to narrow it down.’

Wildlife Photographer of the Year
finalist Matthew Maran believes to

focus solely on the ethics of camera
trap photography is to overlook a
area of more concern: the behaviour
of individual photographers. ‘This
idea of ethical camera trap
photography — why does camera
trap photography have to carry that
more than you as the person behind
the camera going and harassing an
animal?’ he asks. ‘That is equally if
not more intrusive. If an animal is
going to be spooked by a camera
trap, at least it’s just a camera trap
and not a person encroaching on its
space. I don't think the camera trap
has more of an ethical responsibility
than the human behind it.’

But the last word is best left to the
practising scientist among the group:
when asked what he had to say to
people who think a camera trap
image is not true photography,
Christian Ziegler replied, ‘They don'’t
know anything about camera
trapping!’

Cleverly, Aldridge taped a piece of
pipe to the front of the sensor to
narrow its active area, then mounted it
in a tree pointing down to the exact
spot on the ground where he wanted
the fox to be, ‘so it was only going to
go off when it was in the exact spot |
wanted it to be’. Aldridge, who tutors
nature and marine photography
students at Falmouth University, says
he wants to challenge the notion that
camera trapping is easy, ‘that you just
put the camera up and the animal
takes its own picture’. There’s a term
| use with my students: “high risk, high
reward”. It's my approach to camera
trapping. It's not a scattergun catch-
all. | know exactly what | want and | do
a set-up so precise that there’s a risk
| might not get anything, | might not
get anything for two months, but when
| do get it, the rewards are greater.
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Fox trail. The range of the
motion detector sensor for this
shot was modified so that it
would only trigger the camera
when the fox walked into the
corner of the frame

Red light area

FOR NEIL Aldridge, the greatest challenge about this image of a
lesser horseshoe bat flying over a field of long grass was
determining how many flash units he would need. His task was
made more difficult by his decision to use red light instead of white
to lessen any disturbance caused to the bats, which are a protected
species in the UK. However, placing red gel filters over the flash
heads reduced output by four stops, and simply turning up the flash
output to compensate was not a solution. Aldridge explains: ‘If you
go to full power the light is on for longer, so for a fast-moving subject
like a bat you're likely to get some blur. So, you need the flashes on
a significantly reduced power and to have more of them.’

Eventually, Aldridge settled on nine flash units. ‘Some were fitted
with little honeycomb grids to focus the light more and to make sure
the light was directed to where | expected the bat to be.” His camera
trap comprised two Cognisys Sabre motion detection sensors, each
placed on the ground either side of his camera, pointing skywards to
cover for whichever direction the bat was flying. ‘Both Sabres were
linked to flash triggers which could fire all the flashes, so no matter
which of the Sabres was tripped all of the flashes would go.” Camera
exposure was manual, locked on 30 seconds and continuous drive,
‘so it was just firing 30 seconds all of the time and as the bat flies
over, it flashes. Once he chose his favourite images, Aldridge
converted the red image files to black & white.






