A beginners guide to

Zoo Photography
Especially written for Canon EOS users
A simple, modern and non
technical approach to using your
Canon EOS camera to take great
images when shooting animals or
birds in captivity

Written by Nina Bailey

About this book
This book is designed for photographers who are very new to using an EOS D-SLR camera and who want
to learn photography by getting out there, shooting subjects and learning as they go. It’s a more enjoyable
way to learn and by taking images you learn very quickly what will and will not work.
So many books for beginners concentrate on the basics of photography, which although they are important,
can be uninteresting and complex to learn. The Canon EOS cameras are designed to allow you to shoot a
range of subjects automatically, leaving the camera in control of many of the basic settings, leaving you to
get used to seeing, framing and capturing your subject. The book is written specifically for Canon EOS as
it allows me to show how and where features are set. Books designed for all makes of cameras are always a
bit vague, as cameras vary a lot in the positioning of settings and controls. The names of features will also
be correct allowing you to look up in the manual the exact procedure for your individual model.
In this book I am going to utilise those settings to get you started and to get you out shooting and give you
practical assignments to go out and shoot, to use and learn to understand the functions. I will also explain
the lenses that you need to be used to get the images you want. Although it is possible to spend many
thousands of pounds on equipment, in this book I will look at the ideal options which are affordable to get
started with. I will then explain the benefits of some of the other equipment that you might want to put
on your wish list as your skills improve.
Although it’s great to photograph wild animals , zoos offer a great alternative, allowing you to photograph
animals that can be difficult to see in the wild, and those that require lots of travelling which can be out
of reach of many photographers. It is possible to get some great images with just basic equipment and
simple shooting techniques. Later in the book I will explain some of the more commonly used settings for
this type of photography and why they will start to be your favoured settings as you become more familiar
with your camera and photography.
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where she had a successful
nine years looking after
training, exhibitions and
marketing both in the
UK and also within Europe. This gave Nina an
unrivalled knowledge of not only the Canon EOS
system but also how to develop and enhance the
skills of photographers of all ability levels.
Nina started her own business in 1999,
concentrating on training for amateur
photographers. She is also at the forefront in
developing and producing the new Online EOS
Training Academy. As well as developing the
online training academy and direct training of
photographers, Nina is a prolific professional
photographer producing images not only for
the EOS Training Academy but for a variety of
outside organisations.
In 2014 Nina started producing her own range of
ebooks to bring photography training to an ever
wider audience.
Nina started taking images when she was very
young and is still a very keen photographer
both professionally and personally. Nina loves
travel, landscape and wildlife photography
and still shoots commercially within the
travel photography market. Nina also leads
photographic trips, the latest ones being to
China in conjunction with Wendy Wu tours.
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About photographing in zoos
Zoos offer the photographer lots of opportunities to
get some great images of animals and birds without
the need to travel thousands of miles just to see the
subjects.
Some people have reservations about seeing animals
in captivity, but the reality is that without the
breeding projects and conservation work done at
zoos all over the world, many of the species we see
would be even closer to extinction.
Over the years I have led groups of photographers at
conservation projects and breeding centres around
the UK. In doing so have learnt what a great job they
are all doing, not just with breeding projects but
in working abroad to help secure the habitats that
the animals need to live in the wild. So by going and
shooting at zoos around the country you are helping
to fund the valuable work that they do.
You can get some great images at zoos. Every image
in this book has been taken at one of the zoos
around the UK, and they show the opportunities
that are there.
The first thing to realise is that there are different
types of zoos and wildlife centres where you can go.
There is the traditional city zoo, these are often in
places that are very easy to get to. London, Edinburgh
and Bristol zoos are just some that come to mind.
As these are often right in the heart of the city
they have limited space available and so often
concentrate on the smaller species which need less
space. Although the enclosures are smaller they do
have some great animals and birds to photograph.

One advantage they have with the enclosures being
smaller is you are closer to the animals and therefore
it is easy to get some great images with just modest
equipment. The down side is that many of the
animals are behind bars and for the more dangerous
species such as the big cats it can be difficult to get
natural looking images.
There are then the zoos located more in the
countryside. Whipsnade and Marwell zoos are both
good examples of these. Chester zoo is an interesting
7

blend of the two with large enclosures in one half
and a more traditional smaller cage section on the
other half.
With more space they have large enclosures where
even the largest animals have the freedom to roam
around. It is much easier to get natural images,
however the animals can be a lot further away and
so lenses that magnify more will be needed.
There are then the safari parks, Woburn, West
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About photographing in zoos
Midlands and Knowsley are all good examples of
these. These are very different as you drive around
them in your car. It is easy to get natural backgrounds,
but the animals do have a lot of space to roam. Most
of them now offer a route to avoid going into the
monkey or ape enclosures which is useful as some
of the inhabitants can remove things from your car
far quicker than any garage mechanic you are ever
going to find.
You are allowed to have your windows open in
some enclosures but with creature like the big cats,
the windows will need to be up and so you will be
shooting through glass. I find it much easier when
visiting these locations for someone else to be
driving and for me to be in the back of the car where
I have easy access to both windows.
All the images to the right were taken at safari park
locations. These are actually great places to practice
if you are going on a safari type holiday as it replicates
the shooting conditions that you will have.
There are also some wildlife collections that run
photographic days, where in some cases you can
go into the enclosures with the animals. The British
Wildlife Centre at Lingfield is a good example of this.
These offer great opportunities. However a day at
these centres is a lot more expensive that visiting a
zoo.
Most of the zoos offer an annual membership which
is worth looking at if you plan to visit more than a
couple of times a year.

Photographic tip
If visiting a safari park avoid the busy times as you get more time to stop and watch. I try
and visit in autumn or spring when it is cooler and almost always midweek as it is much
quieter then. There are also less leaves on the trees giving the animals less places to hide
and less shadows to cause you problems. Avoid July and August at all costs as the hot
weather means the animals are less active but the park is very busy.
8
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Choose your times carefully
Zoos can be very busy places, especially throughout
the warm summer months when everyone is off
on holiday. At these times they can be very noisy
and this tends to drive the animals to the back of
enclosures or even indoors.
There is now a policy within zoos that the animals
have to be able to be “off show” in other words
somewhere quiet to go out of sight. This can result
in many of the enclosures being empty for long
parts of the day. Form the point of view of animals
welfare this is a very good thing, however for the
photographer it can be very frustrating with what
appears to be many empty cages.
There is also the problem during the hot summer
weather that the animals simply sleep through the
hottest part of the day and so as a result do not
allow you to take such good images.
The weekdays tend to be quieter and if possible get
into the zoo as soon as it opens and stay till closing
time. The animals are most active first thing, I find
until about 11 ish and then start to reappear as the
zoo gets quieter about 3pm onwards.
Winter months also bring lower temperatures and
less visitors and the animals are generally more active.
I find October through to end April particularly good
providing you can chose a nice sunny day.
Also take the time to find out the animal feeding
times, the actual feed itself can be very busy but the
animals tend to be more active from about an hour
before it takes place.
9
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Understanding the shooting problems
Zoos give the photographer a number of problems
that need to overcome. Some of the animals are
behind bars. It is possible to make the bars literally
disappear, but the right lens and settings need to be
used. I will look a bit more at the settings to do this
later in the book.
On the automatic modes the camera will normally set
something that will be appropriate if a telephoto lens,
that’s one that makes the subject look a lot closer, is
being used. However, for the bars to disappear, you
ideally need to put the lens up against the bars or be a
lot closer to the bars than the animal.
In this modern age which is full of health and safety
restrictions, this is where the main problems occur.
Many of the cages will have what is known as a stand
off fence, this is a fence in front of the cage that
prevents you touching or putting fingers through
the bars. This often makes some of the star animals
such as the big cats virtually impossible to get good
images of as you are too far away for the bars to be
blurred enough to disappear.
In many zoos the bars are being done away with
and replaced by glass, this gives better viewing of
the animals and prevents people being able to climb
over the safety stand off fences.
Although you may think that glass will be better for
photography, it does give the photographer another
problem, that is it give reflections of anything that is in
front of it. The lighter the colour of anything in front of
it the more reflections you will get. Some of the zoos
are putting a roof over where the glass is, cutting down
the light and significantly reducing the reflections.

If you wear black clothing it will significantly cut
down your reflection, plus putting the camera lens
right up against the glass will also help to cut out
reflections.
The image above was taken from a viewing area
which is very dark, looking out onto the cheetahs
which will come right up to the glass, the dark area
prevents virtually all reflections occurring.
10

The image to the right shows some of the other
problems you may encounter with glass, scratches are
common, mostly on the inside from the occupants
of the enclosure plus the glass can be very dirty, in
this case on the inside, but smeary fingerprints are
all too common on the outside, though these can
sometimes be cleaned off with a tissue unlike the
dirt on the inside as in the image above.
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Choose the subjects carefully
Although it’s great to photograph the big animals at
a zoo, unless you are in a safari park it will be difficult
to get natural looking results.
However there a number of animals that are great to
take pictures off and are in enclosures that make it
easy to get good results.
My favourite, even before the TV advert, were the
meerkats. Although they are only small, they are
bold creatures that almost pose for the cameras.
Since the TV adverts featuring them, they have
managed to gain more “Star” status at the zoos and
have gained better enclosures to show them off.
The other smaller occupants such as otters and
exotic birds are also great subjects to search out.
If you are at one of the country zoos, or a safari park
then the various antelopes, giraffes and zebra also
make great subjects. At a safari park if you want
to shoot the big cats, make sure the car windows
are impeccably clean before going and wear dark
clothing to prevent your own reflections.

11

Assignment - Start researching locations
The very first assignment is not actually a practical one. It’s about thinking where to go and
shoot the images. Where you live in the country actually makes a big difference to what is
available locally to you.
There are a massive amount of zoos all over the country. The website below lists some of
the larger zoos and gives a good write up of what the zoo offers and details such as how
to get there. However it misses out a lot of the smaller zoos.
www.britishzoos.co.uk
The website below is more basic but lists a lot of the smaller zoos around the country.
You can also search by the type of attraction, so if you want a drive round safari park,
it will just list them. It also lists butterfly houses, bird collections as well as some farm
animal centres. Rather than giving you lots of information about the zoo it will take you
to the zoos own website.
www.zoos-uk.com/index.html
The other website than can be useful is BIAZA which is the British and Irish association of
zoos and aquariums. It lists all of its members and provides links to their websites.
www.biaza.org.uk/find-a-zoo/
It is worth trying to get to a variety of different zoos as they often have quite different
animals and some animals that are difficult to get good images off in one zoo may well
be much easier in another. The
lemur image to the far right was
taken at a zoo, which is great
for group shots of them but it
is difficult to get good close up
images.
The image immediately right
was taken in another zoo’s walk
through enclosure where you
can get up close and personal to
them.
12
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Camera choice
As the subjects that you will be photographing are
mostly static or moving only a limited amount, any
of the cameras within the EOS range will cope well.

The models that are more tricky to use for this type
of photography are the EOS M series which are often
referred to as mirrorless. Although very small and
light, and able to take the full range of EF and EF-S
lenses via an adaptor, the reliance on viewing the
images on the rear of the camera rather than through
an optical viewfinder, does make the handling and
indeed the shooting of images in bright light, much
more difficult. Especially with a large lens fitted as
shown above.
The higher specification models offer more focusing
flexibility, though only if you move onto the more
advanced shooting modes. A drawback of the higher
models such as the 7D Mark II and the EOS 5D Mark
III is that they lack the Scene or PIC modes that can
significantly simplify some of the photography.
The thing that is most important for this type of
photography is a lens with sufficient magnification
to fill the frame with your subject.

All of the EOS allow enough configuration of the camera to allow an image like the one of the lion above to be taken. The
lens shown is the EF-S 55-250mm f4.5-5.6 STM lens which is really going to be the minimum that is needed for this type of
photography. Its an affordable lens selling for about £230 at the time this book was written.

14
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Explanation of sensor size
Within the EOS range there are now two types of
sensor that can be found in the cameras. The sensor
is effectively doing the same job, capturing the image
as the film used to.
The full frame or 1.0x sensors as they are generally
referred to are the same size as a frame of film. This
is 24mm x 36mm. The models that have these are
mostly at the more expensive end of the range and are
generally preferred by professional photographers.
When digital cameras first appeared they initially
used a smaller sensor, referred to either as APS-C
or 1.6x crop sensor. This is approximately 22mm
x15mm in size. The 1.6x is often referred to as a
magnification factor, which is incorrect, rather the
image is cropped by a factor of 1.6x when compared
to the image given by the full frame sensor.
The image to the right shows the difference that is
made by simply changing the camera body on the
same lens on the area that is being captured. The
area captured is smaller, effectively “cropping” the
area that is being captured by the camera.

1.6x crop or APS-C sensor area

1x or full frame sensor area

The easiest way to tell which model you have is to
look at the camera’s lens mount. If there is a white
square and a red dot marked for alignment of the
lenses it is a APS-C or 1.6x crop model. If there is
only an red dot, then it is a full frame or 1x model.
The most frequently seen are the APS-C or 1.6x crop
sensors that are found on most of the consumer
models. The image to the right shows the mount of a
camera featuring a APS-C or1.6x crop sensor, whilst
the far right image is from a full frame camera or
1.0x model.
15

Which is the best sensor size for zoo photography?
The APS-C or 1.6x crop sensor models offer a lot of
advantages for zoo photography. They fill the frame
much easier and so you do not need such long lenses,
which keeps the cost of the outfit you need down.
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Another benefit of the APS-C or 1.6x crop sensor
models is that they are smaller and lighter and
designed to take the more compact range of EF-S
lenses. Though to be fair there are not that many
lenses in the EF-S range that go up to the settings
needed for wildlife photography.
They do give the crop factor all through the lens
range and so you will need lenses much wider than
we used to use in the days of film to cope with
landscape and travel images. However, this is not
the drawback that it used to be thanks to the ever
growing range of Canon EF-S lenses.
You may well be wondering why people buy 1.0x or
full frame cameras. I actually have both and choose
the one that works best for the type of photography
I am doing at the time. The APS-C or 1.6x sensors
models are great for people to get going with, being
easy to use and set up and smaller and lighter to
carry, especially when used with the EF-S series of
lenses which are designed exclusively for them.
People who have done photography for many
years, tend to prefer the full frame or 1.0x models
as the lenses give the same image area as they were
used to with film. The full frame models having a
larger sensor also have a better low light capability.
However, when you start to look at the subjects
tackled by these photographers you often find that
they are the areas that suit the full frame models

This was taken on a 300mm lens on a APS-C or 1.6x crop sensor model. To get the same framing with a full frame or 1.0x
models I would have need a 480mm lens which would have cost up to many times as much.

better such as landscape, travel, portrait and interior
photography. You generally find that if they do zoo
or wildlife photography they also have one of the
smaller sensor bodies within their outfit.
For a lot of amateur photographers the APS-C or
1.6x sensor models will give them the most flexible
choice of body and certainly for zoo photography
anything that helps you get the animal or bird to fill
the frame a little bit easier is generally a good thing.
16

It can be important, especially if working to a tight
budget to chose the body carefully as there is a one
way compatibility of the lenses. The general EF range
of lenses can fit any of the EOS D-SLR bodies but not
the mirrorless M series bodies without an adaptor.
The EF-S range of lenses are exclusive to the APS-C
or 1.6x sensor models, so if you buy a range of these
and decide to change to a full frame model you will
need to change all your lenses as well.
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Lens jargon and terminology
I am trying to avoid as much jargon as possible in this
book, however, lenses are described in a very specific
way and so I am going to look at what all the description
on the lens actually means in simple terms.

is you need more of them, which makes the outfit
larger and heavier to carry around.

The most important thing that describes a lens is its
focal length. This is a number that is shown on the
lens and it has mm after it. If there are two numbers,
then the lens is a zoom lens and in the example
shown on the right has a range starting at 18mm and
going up to 55mm.
Zoom lenses are the most commonly seen in use
today as they are very convenient to use and prevent
having to change lens too frequently.

Widest apertures

If there is only one number shown then it is a fixed focal
length or prime lens, which does not zoom, as in the
example below. In this case the lens is a 50mm lens.
There are advantages to the fixed focal length lenses.

Focal length

17

For most amateur photographers starting out in
zoo photography, the lenses of choice will be a
zoom lense for the greater convenience of use and
also to allow you to change the framing of the shot.
I actually have both, and for animals and birds in
the wild tend to use the fixed focal length lenses,
however at a zoo when you are often much closer
the zoom lenses definitely offer an advantage both
in terms of flexibility of use and are much easier to
carry around and use. The lens below is the type of
lens that I use for this type of photography, but it is
a pro series lens and significantly larger and heavier
as a result.

Lens jargon and terminology
The focal length of the lens tells us the type of lens
that it is and the effect that it will have on the image.
Lenses can be broken down into three basic groups
Wide angle: These get more into the picture than we
naturally see with the eye but they also make things
look further away and smaller and so we do not use
these for most zoo photography. Focal lengths from
35mm down to 10mm would be considered to be a
wide angle focal length.

10mm

14mm

17mm

20mm

24mm

35mm

50mm

70mm

85mm

100mm

135mm

200mm
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Standard: These are lenses that give the same width
and appearance as we see naturally with the human
eye. However, as they do not make the subject
look closer they are not generally used for zoo
photography. Lenses from 36mm up to 55mm are
generally considered to be a standard focal length.
Telephoto: These are the lenses that are used for
wildlife photography. They capture a narrower area
than we naturally see with the eye and make the
subject appear to be a lot closer to us. Telephoto
lenses technically start at 56mm but it is not until
200mm and longer that they start to be realistic to
use for zoo photography. Telephoto lenses can be
split into two groups. The normal telephoto lenses
have focal lengths from 56mm and go up to 300mm.
The focal length of 300mm is ideal for those that are
starting to shoot images of animals and birds in zoos.
You then have the Ultra telephoto lenses, these
range from 400mm up to 800mm in the current
range. The word ultra also seems to mean expensive
as there are none of these lenses that will be found
under a thousand pounds and many will be much
more than that.

The images above are taken from the same spot but with the lens focal length being changed between each shot. As the focal
length gets higher you can see a smaller part being captured. The 50mm image shows the scene as it looked to the eye.
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Lens jargon and terminology
This shows you if the lens is an EF or EF-S type. This will tell
you what the compatibility of the lens is.
EF actually stands for Electronic Focus.
EF-S stands for Electronic Focus - Short back focus which is the
way that they are making the lenses smaller.

This tells you the focal length of the lens. This lens goes from
18mm which is wide angle up to 135mm which is telephoto
and in between those two extremes covers the standard focal
lengths as well. These days it is quite common for a lens to
cover a range of focal length types in the one lens to make it
more versatile.
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widest aperture that the lens features. This lens has aN
widest aperture and so will be f3.5 on the 18mm setting of
the lens and will vary down to f5.6 when the lens is set to
its 135mm position. This is a common feature on the more
affordable lenses. Most affordable telephoto lenses suitable
for wildlife will be f5.6 when zoomed in. I will explain more
about the aperture shortly.

The IS indicates that the lens features Image
Stabilisation which helps you to hold the lens
steady making it easier to track subjects and can
prevent camera shake occurring when shooting
in lower light levels. This is an important feature
to have as it can significantly increase the
number of good images that you get.

STM is the type of Motor that is fitted
into the lens. STM stand for Stepping
Motor which is a fast and very quiet
motor. USM is even faster and totally
silent in use. If there is no motor type
then the lens uses the standard micro
motor type which does produce a noise
when working.

This indicates the filter size that
the lens takes.

19

About the aperture
Although only the widest
aperture is quoted the
lens will have a range of
apertures. Most lenses go
down to f22, though a few
go down to f32 or even
smaller. Left f1.4, middle
f5.6 right f22.

The aperture is the mechanism in the lens that
controls how much light is being let into the camera.
It is an important part of the exposure control on the
camera. It is used in combination with the shutter
speed and ISO settings that we will look at in the
settings chapter. Although it is found in the lens, the
camera is controlling the setting that is being used.
It also modifies the depth of field that the lens gives.
This is how much is sharp from front to back within
the image. Though this can change a lot more by
changing the focal length of the lens than by actually
changing the aperture setting.
As we have just seen the front of the lens displays
the widest aperture(s) that the lens offers. Of course
all lenses have a range of apertures, but the widest
setting is important as it indicates how well the lens
will work in lower light levels.
The camera always focuses with the aperture wide
open and then closes immediately before the image
is taken this allows you to have a bright view through
the viewfinder.

also has a bearing on how well the camera’s focusing
will work. The cameras mostly need an aperture of
f5.6 as a minimum for its focusing system to work
correctly and so you will never see a Canon lens
with an widest aperture smaller than this. Some
independent lenses do not open up as wide as this
when used on their longest focal length. A widest
aperture of f6.3 is commonly seen and can result in
a very temperamental focusing performance when
the lens is zoomed into it fullest setting.
However, there are some professional models,
namely the 1D series, 5D Mark III, 5DS models and
the 7D Mark II that will allow focusing down to f8,
this is principally to allow the use of extenders on
some of the longer range L series lenses. However
this significantly drops the performance of the focus
system when the aperture drops down to this level.
I will look at the use of extenders, what they are and
their compatibility with the various lenses in more
depth later in this chapter as although they often
sound a good idea they are not practical to use with
most of the affordable lenses.

Therefore the widest aperture available on a lens
20
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eBooks
for your EOS

photography
You’ve just read a free 20-page
preview of this eBook, part of a
comprehensive series of Canon EOS
camera eBooks that I’ve produced,
based on years of experience training
Canon EOS photographers like you.
Thanks for downloading it.
There’s much, much more – most
of my eBooks are around 150 pages
long, so you’ve had just a small taste
of what you can learn about your
camera. And it won’t cost you the
earth – prices start from just £4.95.
So get the COMPLETE picture – buy
the full version of this eBook and,
in minutes, you’ll have the key to
unlocking your EOS camera and your
potential as a photographer.

Nina

10% off
quote
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