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If there's one thing I've learned in over 25 years of safari photography it's that you 
rarely get a second chance when it comes to African wildlife pictures. The window of 
photographic opportunity is often there for only an instant and then it's gone forever. 
It's much like the safari trip itself which for many is a once in a lifetime experience, 
never to be repeated again. 

So I've written this Better Safari Photography guide (more about me) to help you 
make the most photographically of the very limited time you will have on a safari and 
to get the best pictures under the unique circumstances you will find yourself on such 
a trip.    

I've been fortunate that because I live in South Africa I've been able to go on 
hundreds of safaris over the years to hone my photography skills and find out what 
works and what doesn't. 

I've distilled a lot of that photography and safari experience into this book which will 
help you improve your safari pictures regardless of your current level of photographic 
proficiency. So both novice and seasoned photographers who are planning an African 
safari will benefit from reading this guide. 

And God said, “Let the land produce living creatures 
according to their kinds: livestock, creatures that move 
along the ground, and wild animals, each according to its 
kind.” And it was so. 

Genesis 1v24, the Holy Bible (NIV)

 The Best Safari Lenses

For quality safari wildlife photography, lenses are even more 
important than the camera itself.

In fact, it's often better to first choose the right lens and then get 
the camera body that fits with it. But what is the right lens for 
safari photography and how do you go about making the choice 
between the hundreds of telephoto lenses available in the market?

Factors Affecting Safari Telephoto Lenses

I often get asked what the best lens is for an African safari and the answer depends 
on a number of factors...

● Your budget and your purpose with the telephoto lens

If you are going to go on the occasional safari (or only one) and you practice wildlife 
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photography as a hobby you will have different telephoto lenses requirements to the 
professional safari photographer who intends to sell the resultant pictures. 

● The size of the lens

Because it is relatively difficult to get very close to your subjects (most reserves 
don't allow off-road driving), you need to take along a lens with a big magnification. 
At least 300mm for mammals is adequate (400mm is better) and 600mm for birds. 

● Continuous predictive auto focus

The lens should also be able to focus automatically for any action picture 
opportunities that might come along like a fish eagle catching its prey on the water 
with talons extended or a lion ambushing an impala in a river bed.

● Image stabilization

Ideally you would want telephoto lenses with image stabilization to prevent image 
blurring so that you can hand hold it when there is enough light (use a beanbag or 
window mount when there is low light).

● Large Aperture 

Generally speaking, the larger the aperture (also known as the 'f-stop') of a lens the 
better because then it lets in more light and you can use it more effectively at dawn 
and dusk on a safari when many of the animals are more active. It also affects the 
amount of blurring of the background and the shutter speed.

● Image sharpness

Photographers who make their living taking wildlife pictures need lenses that give 
absolutely tack sharp results but the amateur hobbyist going on a safari trip doesn't 
need such a high degree of clarity. 

● Background blur

Also known as 'bokeh', this is the ability of the lens to blur the background to reduce 
distractions from the main subject. Mirror lenses often produce unsightly circular 
shapes in the blurred background and some lower quality telephoto lenses are 
subject to 'striping' in the bokeh.

Bokeh is useful on safari because of the prevalence of distracting elements like 
vegetation, rocks, trees etc. You can't move the subject and you often can't change 
the angle because the vehicle is limited to where it can go so background blurring is 
your only other option.

● One lens is better than two

Because of the dust that is prevalent on an African safari you want to change lenses 
as little as possible to prevent the camera mechanisms from clogging up and to avoid 
missing that split second when the leopard yawns to reveal its sizable canines 
because you were fumbling with another lens.

● Weight and size

Luggage restrictions on airlines and the fact that you are going to be handling the 

3
© Bruce Whittaker and African Safari Pictures

http://www.african-safari-pictures.com/


lens for extended periods of time on safari means that lighter and smaller is better 
(your camera gear and flying).

● Ease of Use

The ideal is to keep it simple on safari because you often aren't going to have much 
time to fumble with lens functions when your subject pops into view next to the road. 
So you either need to get a lens that is simple to use or practice a lot with it before 
you go on safari.

The Best Telephoto Lenses For the Occasional Safari Traveller 

You want to take some decent wildlife photographs on your safari to show your 
friends and family back home (it is a once in a lifetime trip after all) that don't end 
up as dark blobs in the distance surrounded by a lot of vegetation. 

And you don't want to break the bank in the process and still be able to use the lens 
when you are not on safari for other photography projects (but you don't sell your 
photos for a living).

The first decision you need to make is whether you are going to use compact camera 
super zoom lenses or interchangeable DSLR lenses...

○ Compact Camera Lenses

Advantages Disadvantages

Low cost
Lightweight and small
One lens with long zoom range
Image stabalization
Easy to use, short learning curve

Not as sharp as a DSLR lens
Noise at higher ISO levels
Slower (medium max aperture)

The sharpness disadvantage is largely a question of semantics because for all intents 
and purposes the results are sharp enough unless you want to sell your pictures for a 
living.

In my opinion the advantages of using compact lenses on safari far outweigh the 
disadvantages for the occasional safari traveler, making it an ideal choice especially 
with super zooms on the market which cover the whole range from 28mm to over 
500mm.

Many of the photographs on my African Safari Pictures website were taken by me 
using compact cameras, namely the Canon Powershot S1 IS and its bigger brother 
the Canon Powershot S5 IS. Technology has moved on since then and now there are 
better models available.

I highly recommend these two cameras below and their accompanying lenses for 
safari photography (PS, these are the same ones I recommend in the best safari 
camera section as the lens and camera are integrated on a compact)...
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Canon PowerShot SX10 IS

Review / Example Photos

Current Price (B&H Photo)

Panasonic Lumix FZ35 (FZ38)  

Review / Example Photos

Current Price (B&H Photo)

○ DSLR Telephoto Lenses

Advantages Disadvantages

Sharp images
Fast (large max aperture)
Good bokeh (background blurring)
Image stabalization
Continuous predictive auto focus

High cost
Large and heavy
Steep learning curve

If you already own a DSLR camera or for whatever reason don't want to get a 
compact camera, then the lenses below in my opinion are very suitable for a safari. 

Please note that they aren't the very best lenses available, those are in the 
professional photographer section, which I don't recommend for the occasional safari 
traveler because they are hugely expensive, very heavy and require a lot of practice 
to master. Another option to consider for DSLR lenses is that you can rent them for 
the duration of your safari or buy and then resell them when you get back from your 
trip.

The Canon EF 100-400L IS is one of the most versatile safari lenses you will find 
and the image quality is really good but it comes at a price (used by many 
professionals too).

Reviews / Example Photos     / Current Price (B&H Photo)

If your budget can't stretch that far and you are willing to downgrade a slight amount 
on image sharpness, then the Canon 70-300 f/4-5.6 IS an excellent choice.

Reviews / Example Photos / Current Price (B&H Photo)

And if image quality is absolutely paramount to you then a prime lens (fixed focal 
length) is the way to go but remember that you will  miss some opportunities 
because you can't zoom. The Canon 300 f/4 IS with a 1.4x teleconverter (Canon) 
is as good as you'll get without going into the astronomical price bracket.

Reviews / Example Photos / Current Price (B&H Photo) 
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The Best Safari Telephoto Lenses For the Professional Photographer

You are serious about your safari wildlife photography and want to sell your pictures 
(or already do) and enter competitions.

My recommendations for the perfect safari lens for you if you have very deep 
pockets...

Canon 500mm f/4L IS

Reviews / Example Pictures

 Current Price (B&H Photo)

Nikon 200-400mm f4 VR

Reviews / Example Pictures

Current Price (B&H Photo)

 Lens Rental and Reselling

Lenses suitable for a safari are expensive because of their long 
focal length and the top end ones can often cost the equivalent of 
a small car.

So you need to ask yourself the question whether it's going to be worth the outlay 
for 'big glass' if you are only going on one or an occasional safari to Africa. 

The big advantage of lens rentals is that you avoid a major capital outlay and only 
pay a weekly fee for the privilege of getting much closer to the wildlife action. Even 
though to be honest it still can't be classed as cheap, but at least you don't have to 
take out another mortgage on your home to be able to afford it.

A professional photographer can justify the expense of buying a big lens, but if you 
are an amateur even the safari trip of a lifetime might not be reason enough to reach 
so deep into your pockets. 

Lens Rental Costs

The price should work out at roughly 5% to 7% of the total price of the lens for a 
week and for longer periods the cost should decrease proportionately per week. If 
the price you are quoted is higher than that you should shop around a little longer for 
another lens hire supplier.

Some companies will ask you to put down a deposit for the replacement value of the 
lens especially if it's the first time you hire from them, while others won't have this 
requirement and accept the risk. 

Lens Hire Insurance

This is where you really have to keep your wits about you and read the insurance 
policy the lens hire company offers through very carefully at least twice. 

Many of these policies claim to be all risk insurance but when you read the fine print 
you will find that they only cover damage to the lens and not theft or loss. This is 
potentially disastrous because if the lens does go missing you will be liable for the 
replacement cost of a new lens and the lens hire fee. Not good at all.

6
© Bruce Whittaker and African Safari Pictures

http://www.african-safari-pictures.com/
http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/300488-USA/Nikon_2146_200_400mm_f_4_G_AFS_ED_IF.html/BI/5228/KBID/5990
http://www.flickr.com/photos/76907750@N00/sets/72157607376962640/
http://www.ephotozine.com/article/Nikon-AF-S-200-400mm-f4-G-ED-VR
http://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/559082-USA/Canon__500mm_f_4L_IS_USM.html/BI/5228/KBID/5990
http://www.flickr.com/groups/canonsupertelephoto/
http://www.the-digital-picture.com/Reviews/Canon-EF-500mm-f-4.0-L-IS-USM-Lens-Review.aspx


You will often get much better cover by arranging a policy independently through 
your own household insurance, travel insurance or specialized camera insurance.

Not all the rental companies give you the option and make taking their insurance 
mandatory when you hire lenses from them (it's added to the price), in which case I 
would go somewhere else if their policy isn't robust enough, where you are given the 
choice to exclude the policy if you want. But then you must get insurance cover 
somewhere else because it just isn't worth taking the risk of going on safari with a 
hire lens uncovered.

Here is a list of some reputable lens hire companies...

UK Based:

http://www.lensesforhire.co.uk/

http://www.hireacamera.com/

USA Based:

8  lens rental suppliers compared

South Africa Based:

http://www.lensrental.co.za/

http://www.outdoorphoto.co.za

Buy a Lens and then Resell

Another option apart from lens hire is to buy a lens and then sell it again after you 
get back from your safari. This might be more cost effective then hiring at the end of 
the day, depending of course on the resale price you can get (or if you can resell it at 
all), but remember that you need to factor in the cost of the time, hassle and risk 
(the lens might be defective) this entails too. 

You also obviously need to be able to afford the initial capital outlay until you get 
some of your money back at the sale, which is not necessary when hiring lenses, 
unless you use a rental company that requires a deposit. Some safari travelers who 
initially decide on this strategy end up enjoying the lens so much that they decide to 
keep it permanently anyway.

It makes more sense to do this with used lenses because a new lens looses a portion 
of it's value the moment you take possession of it. Big focal length lenses tend to 
keep their second hand value reasonably well because they are robust and damage 
resistant (especially Canon 'L' lenses) so depending on the market you might be able 
to get close to what you paid for the lens when you sell it (but of course, there is no 
guarantee of this).

The used market for Canon lenses is pretty active in the UK and USA but in other 
countries you unfortunately might be out of luck. Here is a long list of places where 
you can buy and sell used Canon lenses. 
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 The Top Safari Cameras

Having the right camera will make a difference to the quality of 
wildlife pictures that you produce but it doesn't automatically guarantee good photos. 

You still have to control the composition and in some cases the exposure when the 
camera isn't capable of exposing the scene effectively. But the right photography 
equipment does tilt the balance significantly in your favour even if you are a novice.

So after twenty five plus years of safari wildlife photography experience here is the 
wildlife camera equipment that I believe is the best for safari photography...

Compact or DSLR

To answer the question of which type of digital wildlife camera to choose for a safari 
you need to determine just how serious a photographer you are.  

If you take pictures on holidays and other occasions for memories and the sheer 
enjoyment of subjecting other people to the results of your photographic efforts then 
a compact digital is right up your alley.

If you are a little more serious about photography and want to publish pictures, enter 
competitions or earn money from your efforts then a digital SLR is the way to go for 
you.

The Best Safari Compact Cameras

Advantages Disadvantages

Low cost
Lightweight and small
One lens with long zoom range
Image stabalization
Easy to use, short learning curve
Video recording functionality

Shutter release button time lag 
Noise at higher ISO levels
Slow power up time
Small sensor (ineffective in low light)

There are some excellent compacts available in the market today and although they 
don't measure up in terms of image quality to the DSLR cameras, especially in low 
light situations due to the smaller sensor, they are more than adequate for safari 
photography (unless you are planning to pursue wildlife photography for a living).

For me they make great safari cameras, perfect for novice and serious amateur 
photographers alike. I've been using them for several years now to take my own 
safari pictures which are showcased on my African Safari Pictures website.

After a lot of research I bought the Canon Powershot S1 IS several years ago and 
later on upgraded to the more powerful Canon Powershot S5 IS. It was the 10X 
image stabilised zoom lens that initially sold me on the S1 because you need a pretty 
long lens on safari and the image stabilization helps to reduce blur. 

It also meant I didn't have to mess about changing lenses and possibly wasting an 
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opportunity as the animal disappeared over the horizon. It also cut down on the 
amount of dust reaching the camera sensor which can be a problem when changing 
lenses. I've never had any issues with dust on any of my safari trips.

On the negative side there is a lag between the time I press the shutter release 
button and the time the image is recorded, long enough to miss the exact moment 
when a cheetah catches a gazelle or when a bird takes off from its perch.

And it takes a second or two to power up which has caused me to miss getting 
decent pictures of a honey badger carrying her baby down the road.

But compact cameras are constantly improving and at the moment there are some 
better ones on the market than the Powershot S5 IS that I currently use. I would 
recommend you take a look at these two if you plan on buying a compact for your 
safari...

(PS...these are the same ones I recommend in the compact lens section as the lens 
and camera are one and the same thing on a compact) 

Canon PowerShot SX10 IS

Review / Example Photos

Current Price (B&H Photo)

Panasonic Lumix FZ35 (FZ38)  

Review / Example Photos

Current Price (B&H Photo)

The Best Digital SLR Safari Cameras

Advantages Disadvantages

No shutter release button time lag 
High ISO levels with low noise
Quick power up
Wide range of lens choices
Big sensor (works well in low light)
Many accessories

High cost 
Steep learning curve
Heavy and bulky

The good news is, that contrary to conventional wisdom, a more expensive DSLR 
camera doesn't necessarily translate to better photographs. 

For safari photography, it's much better to spend more money on the lens and get a 
cheaper camera than to get an expensive camera and a mediocre lens. Your results 
will be much better with the first configuration.
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So coupling even an entry level Canon DSLR camera with one of these lenses will 
give you the potential to take high quality images on your trip. I advocate Canon 
bodies because I believe Canon makes some of the best safari lenses available in the 
market.

My advice is to first find a good safari lens for as much as you can afford (put the 
money you would have spent on an expensive camera body towards the lens too) 
and then buy the entry level DSLR camera that goes with it.

If you have the money to buy an expensive camera body with all the bells and 
whistles and a good lens, then by all means do it, but it's not a prerequisite to 
getting quality safari images.

These are the entry level Canon DSLR cameras, all pricing at well below US$1000...

Canon EOS 500D/Rebel T1i

Review / Example Photos

Current Price (B&H Photo)

Canon EOS 450D/Rebel Xsi

Review / Example Photos

Current Price (B&H Photo)

Canon EOS1000D/Rebel XS

Review / Example Photos

Current Price (B&H Photo)

Safari Photography Tips 

My #1 Tip For Improved Safari Pictures

I have been taking wildlife pictures on African photo safari trips now for more than a 
quarter of a century and there has been one factor above all others that has 
improved my wildlife photography attempts remarkably.

It has nothing to do with f stops, lenses, composition, the camera or even 
photography technique itself. Those are the basics that every wildlife photographer 
grapples with to get passable pictures anyway.

No, the one major thing that has allowed me to take wildlife pictures that often 
generate positive comments from people who view them is this...

I go on self drive safaris.

The Self Drive African Photo Safari Difference

Ok, here's a practical example from my experience why independent self guided 
safaris will help improve your wildlife photos by leaps and bounds.

I took the lion photograph below on a self drive safari to the Kruger National Park in 
South Africa recently.
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The fact is, that if I had been on a guided safari it would have been impossible to 
take this picture, because I had to wait about two hours before this event occurred.

A guided safari operator doesn't have the luxury of being able to spend so much time 
with an animal because they have to keep all their guests happy and move on quickly 
to try and find something else.

In fact I saw a few of these safari vehicles, packed to the brim with wildlife 
photographers, stop for five to ten minutes to allow everyone to get a lion portrait 
and then charge off again. Needless  to say they didn't get to photograph what I did. 

Patience in wildlife photography is often the only difference between a mediocre 
portrait picture and one that will wow the folks back home. And self driving gives you 
the luxury to decide when to wait and when to go. You call the shots, literally.

More Self Drive Advantages for Safari Photography

● Cost effective - Go on safari for longer periods of time for the same price as 
a guided safari (often twice as long) and increase the likelihood of getting 
some fantastic pictures.

Use this self drive safari budget calculator to work out how much it will cost. 
You will be amazed at how much you will save compared to a guided safari.

● Positioning - Move your vehicle at any time to capture the exact angle that 
you want. On a guided safari you have to take others in the vehicle into 
consideration and asking the guide to move regularly for a better angle could 
lead to irritation.

Also, the animal could be on the other side of the guided safari vehicle and 
then you can't push in front of your fellow photographers to get the picture 
whereas on a self drive you can simply climb onto the back seat or turn the 
car around.

● Space - Spread all your photography equipment out on the back seat of the 
vehicle without getting in anyone else's way.
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● Stability - The long zoom and prime lenses necessary for wildlife 
photography need stable platforms to keep results sharp and a beanbag or 
window mount on your vehicles window is ideal for this purpose.

Jostling as photographers jockey for position in a guided safari vehicle can 
lead to blurred images.

● Wildlife Sightings - You can see just as much wildlife on a self drive as a 
guided safari and the quality is often better because you can spend more time 
to observe and photograph.

You can also get pictures of the smaller creatures because unfortunately many 
(but not all) of the guided safaris give priority to the "big five" animals. 

● Privacy - Choose who you want to take with you on your African photo safari 
with a self drive rather then being lumped together with a group of strangers 
on a guided safari.

● Independence - Go where and when you want without being tied down to 
someone else's schedule.

So as you can see, going on a self drive safari gives you an almost unfair advantage 
over the guided safari brigade when it comes to wildlife photography.

How To Get the Unfair Wildlife Photography Advantage Yourself

It may sound like a difficult thing to guide your own African wildlife photography 
safari, but let me assure you it's not. Like I said, I've been doing it for over 25 years 
now and have got it down to a fine art.

In fact, I've been doing it for so long now that I thought I may as well write a guide 
to help anyone to successfully go on self drive photo safaris in Southern Africa. I've 
covered the top game reserves and national parks which I have self driven numerous 
times myself. Everything you need to know about guiding your own safari is detailed 
in my 248 page guidebook.

Learn how to guide your own self drive safari here... 

I'm confident that going on your own independent African photo safari will help 
improve your wildlife photography as much as it did mine.

#2 Rests Are Essential

Hand holding your camera in safari wildlife photography is often a luxury because of 
the large lenses which magnify every vibration and the low light of dawn and dusk 
when the subjects are most active. So some kind of rest to lean your camera 
equipment on is a very good idea to keep your pictures pin sharp.

Most of your photography on safari will be done from inside a vehicle so a tripod to 
stabilize your camera is impractical. A beanbag does the job very well and it's very 
quick to set up. Simply place it on a convenient surface, rest your camera lens on it 
and click away.

In open safari vehicles, a clamp onto an armrest or seat back is just what the doctor 
ordered to minimize blur.
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In closed vehicles, you can make use of window mounts. It's a little more 
inconvenient than a bean bag because you need to affix the camera to the mount 
each time you want to take a photo (the mount stays fixed to the window while you 
drive) but it does the job well.

#3 Know Your Gear Before You Go

Buying or renting a new camera and/or lens shortly before going on safari is not a 
good idea if you don't have time to practice and get some experience with it. 

A safari is not the best time to learn because wildlife is unpredictable and often they 
aren't going to give you enough time to fiddle with the camera settings and setup 
before they disappear into the undergrowth. So you need a reasonable amount of 
practice with your camera and lens so that you can do things quickly. 

Also, it will be a huge disappointment if you go all the way to Africa and your safari 
pictures are not as good as they should be because you are inexperienced with your 
equipment. A safari is often a one time trip so you won't get any second chances. 
Make sure you are well acquainted with your equipment before you go.

Visit your local zoo or safari park to prepare. Pets also make excellent subjects to 
test your photographic skills on.

#4 Patience Is A Virtue

It may sound a little strange but patience is one of those wildlife photography tips 
that really will improve your wildlife pictures. Why?

Because the most interesting animal pictures are the ones where they exhibit some 
kind of behavior other than sleeping or walking around and to capture that takes 
time and patience.

You could be lucky on your safari and capture something unique straight off the bat 
but you just never know. And that's another one of the things that make safari 
wildlife photography so exciting. It's never predictable.

Here's an example where patience bore fruit on a self drive safari I went on in the 
Kruger Park in South Africa recently. I had spotted a leopard resting on a branch in a 
tree and we had been watching her for about 20 minutes when she stretched and 
clawed her way to the ground.

The leopard was completely out of sight in the long grass at that point and we could 
have driven on but I decided to exercise some patience and reversed about 200 
meters towards a small group of impala grazing quietly.

After 15 minutes of absolutely nothing happening the leopard exploded out of the 
long grass (we had not seen her creeping closer) and charged the gazelle that 
scattered quickly to all points of the compass.

The leopard had missed her prey and she sat down sheepishly looking forlornly in the 
direction the impala had run. I managed to get some great photographs which I 
would have missed if I hadn't been a little patient.
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#5 Rule Of Thirds

The temptation to compose images with the subjects slap bang in the middle of the 
picture is sometimes very strong, but it will improve your safari pictures if you resist. 

You can position your wildlife subjects correctly in the frame by making use of the 
rule of thirds, which makes a lot more sense when you see a graphical representation 
of it on a photograph (see the image below). 

By dividing the image into thirds with grid lines you can find the four optimal 
locations to put the focal point where the black lines intersect. The cheetahs yawn is 
the focal point of this photo and it's placed on the top left power point. If it was 
placed right in the middle of the frame it would have lost a lot of its impact.

When you are out in the field on your safari draw these lines in your imagination as 
you are composing the picture in the viewfinder and place the focal point accordingly. 

There are occasions when the rule of third can safely be broken so play around with 
it until you are confident enough to be able to discern when not to use it.
 
#6 Blur The Background

This is particularly handy on a safari because often there is vegetation in the image 
that is distracting and blurring it gives more emphasis to the wildlife subject, such as 
with the ostrich photo below.
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And then on the other hand if you are photographing a herd of elephant you might 
want to make sure that they are all in focus so you will try and limit the blurring 
present in the scene.

The fancy name to describe the portion of the scene that appears sharp throughout 
the whole image is depth of field. 

But more important then knowing what it's called is knowing how to control it. Three 
factors affect depth of field: the aperture, the focal length of the lens, and the 
camera to subject distance.

Of these three, the aperture is the one that you have the most control over on a 
safari. A big aperture opening (e.g f/4.5) will lead to more background blurring while 
a small aperture (e.g f/22) will lead to the overall scene being sharper. 

I remember which is which by matching up the similar first letters, so Big = Blurred 
and Small = Sharp. That tends to limit the confusion to a minimum. Make sure you 
know how to change the aperture opening on your gear before you go on safari.

#7 Focus on the Eyes

A wildlife photograph where the subjects eyes are out of focus loses a lot of its 
appeal. The reason is probably that we as humans are naturally drawn towards 
looking at eyes and if you can't see them due to blurring it's a little jarring.

Whatever the reason, always keep the eyes of your subject in focus and if you can 
capture the sun glinting in the pupil you get bonus points because that really livens 
up the picture.

#8 Create Active Space

Leave space for animals to move into when you frame your images. If the chameleon 
was centered or placed on the far left the picture would lose impact. This may seem 
like an obvious thing to do but in the heat of the moment it's easy to forget the 
basics.
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Beanbags, Tripods, Window Mounts and Other Rests 

If there is any one simple thing that I can recommend you to do to 
dramatically improve the quality of your safari photographs, it’s to 
get some kind of rest for your camera equipment to keep your 
pictures sharp.

The higher the focal length of the lens, the more vulnerable it is to camera shake and 
on a safari you are going to be using some pretty long lenses indeed to get closer to 
the wildlife. 

Good results in strong sunlight without a rest are possible, but the reality is that 
some of the best safari sightings normally occur in low light conditions at dawn and 
dusk which provides a strong argument for getting stabilization for your safari 
photography, because then getting an un-blurred picture by hand holding the camera 
becomes all but impossible. 

The rule of thumb when hand-holding a camera is to use a shutter speed that is at 
least as fast as one over the focal length of the lens. So if you are trying to handhold 
a camera with a 400mm lens, you will need to have the shutter speed set  at 1/400 
or faster in order to maintain sharp focus.

While the fact that you will need a rest for your camera on safari to get the best 
results is clear cut, the choice of exactly what to use to provide the stability is a little 
murkier. But using my over 25 years of safari photography experience I can shed a 
little light on the subject for you (if you’ll excuse the weak pun).

Self Drive Safari Rests

In my opinion, a self drive safari where you use your own or a hired vehicle to find 
wildlife, is the very best way to get good safari pictures (here's why). There are a 
number of rests on the market that will very effectively help you stabilize your 
camera equipment from your own vehicle.
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• Beanbags

Beanbags are ideal for a self drive safari. You simply place the beanbag on the 
window sill of your car and rest your lens on top of it. It's very quick, efficient and 
provides excellent stability. 

You can also move it from one window to another rapidly which allows you to cover 
wildlife occurring on either side of the vehicle before it disappears into the 
undergrowth.

Beanbags also travel very well because you can pack them into your luggage empty 
and then fill them with rice or beans once you reach your destination in Africa, which 
means they take up little space and are very light.

I use a beanbag which my lovely wife Wilma stitched together for me out of dishcloth 
material and filled with beans which works wonderfully well over the years.

If a homemade version doesn't appeal to you then I recommend the Kenesis 
Safarisack which is a high quality beanbag at a reasonable price (even I can afford it 
paying in South African rands). 

The Safarisack is used by wildlife photography experts like Andy Biggs and Bob 
Atkins amongst others and the zipper which allows you to add and remove the filling 
is a great feature.

A big problem in using a beanbag with a zoom lens is that you have to lift the lens off 
the bag to be able to zoom. And another hitch with some lenses is that you can't pan 
effectively because the lens rests on the bag and your focus can get disturbed by 
contact with the bag. 

The Badger Gear Beanbag has solved this shortcoming by making use of a base and 
panning plate that is affixed to the top of the beanbag itself making it possible to pan 
and zoom without a hitch. This setup is known as the 'ultimate vehicle support 
system' with good reason because it incorporates the best of all worlds for a vehicle 
photographic rest.

• Window Mounts

When you're using a closed safari vehicle for wildlife viewing, window mounts are 
another excellent option for taking stabilized pictures. It clamps securely onto the 
window or door of your car and you then rest or connect your camera on top of it.

One of the big advantages of the window mount is that it allows you to pan and zoom 
effortlessly in contrast to many beanbags which is a real plus for “push and pull' 
zoom lenses and wildlife/bird action photography.

The disadvantage is that you can't move it quickly from one window to another when 
the animal is on the other side of the car. It will be quicker to simply turn the whole 
vehicle around than move the window mount. 

Another negative is that driving with a lens attached to a window mount over uneven 
terrain is not advisable so you will have to remove the lens when the going gets 
rough.
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They come in different shapes, sizes and costs...

● Giottos Window Mount   
● Windbag Pro   
● Kirk Window Mount  

Guided Safari Rests

The optimal rest for a guided safari depends largely on the type of vehicle used so 
make sure that you find out exactly what you will be driving around in from your 
safari company before you go.

Here are the mounts that you can use on a guided type safari in all the different 
vehicle configurations...

• Beanbags

In Southern Africa (South Africa, Namibia, Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe), the 
chances are good that you will be making use of an open safari vehicle to view 
wildlife like the one below...

As you can see, it can be a little awkward (but not impossible) to use a beanbag in a 
vehicle like this, especially if it's filled with fellow safari travelers. The seat next to 
driver is often reserved for a tracker but even if it wasn't this position is a bit limited 
because the wildlife on the opposite side of the truck is out of photography range.

Your best bet is to reserve a full seat for yourself out of the three bench seats at the 
back and balance the beanbag on the armrests and/or seat backs, depending on 
which side the animal is. Failing that, grab a 'window seat' and if there are people 
sitting next to you, handhold the camera for the opposite side and use your beanbag 
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on the armrest closest to you. 

Another problem you will have to deal with is vibration caused by the movement of 
your fellow passengers which will be transmitted through the beanbag and possibly 
cause blurring in your pictures. The safari guide will always turn the vehicle off at a 
sighting so you don't need to worry about that, but its not always possible to get the 
other people to sit still so that you can take a sharp picture.

In Eastern Africa (Kenya, Tanzania), your safari vehicle can be open or the minibus 
with the pop up top version. Here the beanbag comes in very handy on the sill of the 
pop-up top and the minibus windows but again, it can be a battle as to who gets the 
prime spots in the vehicle and you have to deal with the fellow passenger movement 
risk.

All these problems are solved on a self drive safari which is why I recommend you 
guide your own safari to ensure the best possible safari pictures.

I've written a guidebook which encapsulates all my years (25 plus) of self drive safari 
experience which makes it a piece of cake for you to plan and execute your own 
Africa trip. Your safari pictures will be vastly improved because of it.

• Manfrotto Clamp

A more practical solution than a beanbag for camera support on a guided safari in 
Southern Africa is the Manfrotto clamp. 

By clamping this to the armrest handrail or seat back on the safari vehicle you will 
get rock steady support and the viewfinder will be comfortably at eye level (unlike a 
beanbag on the armrest). To use this setup you will need the clamp, a camera stud 
and a ballhead that attaches to the camera itself. 

I recommend the Manfrotto 035 Super Clamp and the Kirk BH-3 ballhead for lenses 
of up to 6 kg (which covers most of them).

The clamp is inexpensive but the Kirk ballhead does cost a little more. You could 
safely get away with a cheaper ballhead if you are only going to be using it for your 
safari but if you plan on using it extensively afterwards it might be worthwhile 
spending some more to get quality. 

The smooth action of the Kirk and the fact that it won't slip and damage your lens is 
worth the extra cost especially for the longer focal length lenses.

Remember to remove the clamp when the safari vehicle is traveling over rough 
ground to avoid possible vibration damage to your camera equipment. 
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• Tripods and Monopods

I wouldn't recommend using a tripod in a guided safari vehicle. They are 
cumbersome to use, secure and set up in the confined space and also can be heavy 
to transport on an aircraft. A clamp and/or beanbag is a much better solution.

A monopod is easier to use in a safari vehicle than a tripod but with a heavy lens it 
can become tiresome to hold up and it is less stable than a clamp or beanbag. If 
there is no way to use a clamp or a beanbag then a monopod is a worthy alternative.

Picture Storage 

An African safari seems to have a way of dramatically increasing 
the amount of times you want to press the shutter button on your 
digital camera to capture the magnificent wildlife and landscapes you will experience 
on your trip.

And rightly so, because a safari is a once in a lifetime journey, but the implications 
are that you are going to need a lot of digital storage space to accommodate all 
those pictures. This is one of those situations where you can never have too much 
storage capacity. 

The total amount of storage space you need will vary according to...

● Your camera’s resolution
● The file format(s) you will be saving the images in
● How many images you might (or usually) take in one day
● Will you be shooting video too

I personally average about 0.8GB per day on safari but I am reasonably selective 
because I have photographs and videos of most of the wildlife species already. 
Someone on their first safari could conceivably use double that amount so I would 
recommend a minimum of 12 GB of storage per week.  

Here are the different picture storage options for your safari... 

Memory Card

Memory card prices have dropped dramatically and are still dropping relative to the 
amount of storage on board, but they are still more expensive (and probably always 
will be) than hard drive memory. 

That being said, there are some amazing deals available on the web, so if you can 
get memory cards that cost less than $1USD per gigabyte of storage space, snap 
them up.

I've found some really good memory card prices at B&H Photo.

I recommend taking several 4GB cards on your safari for three reasons...

1. If one card breaks or gets lost/stolen while you are on safari you still have the 
other cards as backup. If you only take one large card you will lose all your 
photos and the ability to take more.
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2. 4GB gives you a lot of storage capacity before you need to change to a new 
card. What inevitably always seems to happen is that you run out of space at 
the worst possible time but with 4GB you can change the card with time and 
space to spare. 

3. The cards need to tide you over just until you can get back to camp and 
download them onto a hard drive so unless you can't do that for several days, 
three 4GB cards will be more than enough. 

 
Hard Drive Card Reader

This, in my opinion, is the best solution for digital photo storage backup on a safari. 
It's portable, lightweight and cheap when compared to memory cards. 

It's basically a memory card reader with a hard drive attached (you can replace or 
add hard drives yourself) so all you need to do is plug your memory card into the 
right slot and your safari pictures will download. Then when you get home you hook 
it up to your computer and transfer the pictures across.

They come in many different shapes and sizes with an average weight including the 
hard drive of roughly 300g, storage capacity ranging from 40GB to 500GB, transfer 
speeds of 8 minutes up to 40 seconds per gigabyte and battery lives between the 
one and seven hour ranges. 

There are some versions that have an LCD screen built in so that you can review 
your images but these are more expensive and their battery life is much shorter. 
Make sure that you get the car charger for units with a screen.

I don't believe in viewing and editing my images in the field because time is short on 
a  safari and I prefer to do it back home on a large screen, so I don't find a need for 
the LCD screen.

There are many different models and brands on the market but the one I favor the 
most for safaris is the NextoDI  Extreme (320GB).

Laptop

A laptop can be handy to have along on your safari to download/backup your pictures 
and view them but I wouldn't recommend it for the following reasons...

● Weight: You are already going to be taking along photography gear and a 
laptop will add considerably to the weight of your luggage. Not to mention the 
relative inconvenience of lugging it around with you and the accompanying 
risks of theft or loss.

● Time: It may seem like a good idea to be able to view and edit/delete your 
pictures while on safari but it can become a considerable time sink due to the 
volume of pictures taken. Your time will be much better spent enjoying and 
experiencing the safari itself rather than being stuck behind the laptop for 
hours on end processing photographs. You can do that when you get back 
home.

● Dust: Laptops are particularly susceptible to damage by dust and that's the 
one thing that there is no shortage of in Africa.

● Power Requirements: In some safari areas there is no power at all and in a 
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situation like this the vehicle lighter socket is not sufficient to recharge a 
laptop like it will other electronic devices.

Portable Hard Drive

To minimize the risk that one of the digital storage options fail and cause the 
catastrophic loss of all their photos, some wildlife photographers take a portable hard 
drive or two with them on safari, which they use to make double backups. 

The hard drive is the same as the one you have in your computer at home except it 
has a power switch and a data transfer port (USB, Firewire or both) with which you 
can transfer digital photographs onto it with a computer.

But therein lies the disadvantage, because you must have a computer on safari with 
you to effect the transfer so your laptop will have to be added to your luggage too 
(why I don't recommend taking a laptop).

If you are a professional wildlife photographer then the portable hard drive option is 
the way to go but for the first time or occasional safari traveler the hard drive card 
reader is, I believe , a much better bet.

 Power and Battery Requirements 

Lets face it, digital products are power vampires, and 
though their battery life is improving all the time, you will 
need to recharge batteries at some stage on your safari. 

Ask your safari company which of the scenarios below will be applicable to your trip 
so that you can plan what to pack. The following power sources are typically 
available on a safari...

The Grid

Some of the camps and lodges in Africa that are not too remote are connected to the 
national grid and run on a voltage of between 220V – 240V with the most commonly 
used plugs in East Africa being three pin square versus three pin round in Southern 
Africa (plugs by country). 

Nearly all battery chargers and power supplies for cameras and computers these 
days automatically switch and work between 100V and 250V, so the vast majority of 
your battery chargers, laptop power bricks, and hard drive power supplies will work 
fine. 

But to be on the safe side, be sure to double check this by reading the fine print label 
on the power supply. If the voltage is wrong (only 110V for example), get hold of a 
voltage converter because if you plug your equipment in on your safari without the 
converter you run the risk of damaging it irreparably. 

Bring an international power strip (not a US one because it will blow) with universal 
sockets (these accommodate nearly any kind of plug) because there is often only one 
plug point available which is problematic if you have multiple devices to plug in at the 
same time. 
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Generators

The more remote camps often make use of generators to fulfill power requirements 
but the voltage is not very stable and can vary from 200V to 250V. There are power 
surges and dips and the generators often don't run 24/7 so there are times when 
there will be no power at all (typically late evening to early morning).

Safari Vehicle Socket

If there isn't any other power available (such as on a camping safari) then you can 
recharge using the lighter socket in the safari vehicle you are locating game with. 
Just be aware that the other people in your group will probably be using it too so you 
will need to take more batteries of your own to cover the time before your turn. 

Also make sure what the voltage of the connection in the vehicle is because some of 
the older Land Cruisers have a 24V connection while others have the more standard 
12V sockets.

Solar Power

This is increasing in popularity as a means to generate power on safari especially in 
remote areas. The camps use solar power to heat water for showers/ baths and to 
provide lighting.

You can also take your own portable solar panel with you to Africa. The GSE Sunlinq 
25 Watt Solar Panel is very efficient at recharging batteries even on overcast days, 
which are often few and far between on a summer safari anyway. 

It's foldable so it doesn't take up much space and it weighs in at 1.7 pounds (0.77 
kg). There are similar panels that are half the weight but they are more expensive 
which is one of the disadvantages of portable panels at the moment (but the prices 
are dropping). Great to have if there are no other power sources available.

Batteries

All the major towns and cities in Africa will have batteries on sale in case you need to 
buy more but only some of the camps and lodges you visit will stock them, so don't 
count on getting hold of batteries once you leave the main centers for the wilderness. 

I'd recommend that you take a minimum of three batches of rechargeable batteries 
on your safari. That way you can have a backup charged set in your camera bag on 
your game drives (batteries always seem to fail at the worst times) and the other set 
can recharge back at camp, in the 4x4's lighter socket or your solar panel while you 
are out spotting wildlife.

New batteries will limit the risk of failure while on your trip but make sure you test 
them before you go on safari in case you get a bad batch.
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Camera Gear and Flying 

“I'm sorry, but you've exceeded the baggage weight limit”...

How often have you heard those fateful words after innocently approaching an airline 
check in counter with your luggage? I have, and if you haven't had the misfortune 
yet, believe me, it's something you want to avoid hearing at all costs.

So, read on, because I can show you how to forever avoid tripping up those carry-on 
hand luggage weight limits with your camera equipment when flying.  

For an African safari you will definitely be pushing the airlines weight limits because 
make no mistake, big lenses are heavy. Very heavy. Not to mention all the 
peripheral equipment for picture storage, power generation, camera support, CCD 
cleaning, filters, recharging, the list is almost never ending.

And packing sensitive (and expensive) cameras and lenses in your checked luggage 
is a big risk on a number of levels. You could find them broken when you collect your 
suitcase at your destination because baggage handlers are not well known for 
handling  luggage carefully (quite the opposite actually).  

You could find that they have been taken from your suitcase or that your whole 
suitcase has been stolen because baggage security is very lax at most African 
airports or your baggage could simply be lost in the luggage labyrinth somewhere. 

So only ever pack low value equipment that you can afford to lose like cables, 
battery chargers, batteries, power strips etc in your checked baggage. All the rest 
you need to take as carry-on hand luggage.

Here's how to do it...

Check The Weight and Size Restrictions For Your Particular Airline

Each airline has different rules governing carry on luggage and to make matters 
worse they are often inconsistent in enforcing them, being strict on one day and 
lenient on another. So make sure you know what the rules are by contacting your 
airline before you pack and try to stay within the limits. 

IATA suggests that airlines should allow cabin baggage with a maximum length of 22 
in (56 cm), width of 18 in (45 cm) and depth of 10 in (25 cm) but be warned that 
most airlines have their own size requirements which are often less than IATA 
recommendations. These dimensions include wheels, handles, side pockets, etc. 

They also limit the number of carry-on bags to one plus a personal item (laptop or 
handbag) and the allowable weight ranges from 15 lb (7 kg) to 50 lb (23 kg) 
depending on the airline.

Get a Backpack or Rolling Bag

If carrying 40 lb (18 kg) of equipment around on your back is a walk in the park for 
you then the backpack is the way to go with the added advantage that it's own bulk 
is a lot less than the rolling bag.
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But if carrying heavy objects is not your idea of a good time then go for the 
convenience of the roller case with the knowledge that you will be able to pack a 
little bit less gear into it to meet the weight limits.

The size will depend on how much gear you want to take and of course has to meet 
your airlines dimensions requirements. A good solution is to buy the biggest 
allowable bag and if you have space to spare it's a bonus.

Lowepro has been in the business of providing protective carrying solutions for 
photographic and electronic equipment for the past 40 years and Guru Gear is a new, 
smart way of transporting your photo gear.

Take Advantage of the Personal Item Allotment

Most airlines allow you one personal item which includes purses, briefcases, laptops 
and small backpacks in addition to the carry-on bag. I don't recommend taking a 
laptop on safari (here's why) so instead take your laptop case or similar and stash 
photographic equipment in there. Keep the weight similar to what a laptop plus a few 
accessories would weigh just to keep on the safe side.

What To Do If Your Baggage Is Over The Weight Limit 

If you find that you are going over the weight restrictions with your carry-on bag and 
personal item, which to be honest is pretty easy if your allotment is only 8 kg, there 
are some other strategies to follow to get around this...

● Coat or Photo Vest

You can use a coat with deep pockets or a photo vest in which to store camera 
gear as you go through the check in procedure. The airlines don't seem to 
object to that even if you have quite a substantial amount in your pockets 
(keep it within reasonable limits though). Once you are on the plane you can 
empty your pockets into your carry-on or personal item bag.

Michael Reichmann, a professional wildlife photographer, tells the story of 
when his baggage was six pounds overweight. He was told that he would have 
to send his carry-on bag in the hold of the plane but there was no way he 
would do that so he took out his biggest lens and camera, slung them over his 
shoulder and had the bag reweighed. Still too heavy, he took out more lenses, 
put them in his coat pockets and then finally he was under the weight limit 
and was allowed to board the plane with his carry-on bag.

● Waist Bag

Another blind spot in the airlines cabin luggage regulations is waist bags, or 
bum bags as they are known in the UK and fanny packs in the USA. Even 
when they are fully loaded they don't seem to be taken into account as a 
carry-on bag so you can get some extra equipment on board this way.

● Tax Free Plastic Bag

Some wildlife photographers profess to have used this strategy successfully 
but I don't have any personal experience with this one. They pick up a plastic 
bag from one of the tax free shops at the airport and put their lenses in there 
because it's very rare that you will be prohibited from taking purchases from 
the tax free shops on board.
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Dealing With Dust 

The saying goes that there are two things that are only two things 
certain in this life (death and taxes) but on an African safari you 
need to add a third…dust. 

Even in safari areas like the Kruger National Park in South Africa which has an 
excellent infrastructure of tarmac roads you will still have to deal with dust because it 
gets whipped up from the side of the road by the wind.

And dust is the mortal enemy of the safari wildlife photographer because it can 
adversely affect the quality of your photographs. In severe cases it can even cause 
your camera or lens to break down completely. 

Fortunately, in over 25 years of safari photography, none of my camera equipment 
has ever given up the ghost as a result of dust contamination and the impact on my 
pictures has been minimal. 

So, here are some precautions that I recommend you take on an African safari to 
make sure that the dust devil doesn’t play havoc with your pictures and equipment.  

Dust Precautions

● Don't change lenses

For DSLR cameras there is an increased risk of dust contamination each time 
you change lenses so the best would be to stick to one lens or get two camera 
bodies so that you don't have to change lenses at all. A second camera is a 
good backup to have around anyway in case one of your cameras should fail. 

● Turn the camera off 

If you are forced to change lenses ensure that the cameras power is off 
because otherwise the electrical charge on the sensor will attract dust and 
only do it after the safari vehicle has stopped. Also make sure that the camera 
is pointed downwards (if there is no wind) giving gravity less of an 
opportunity to deposit dust. 

● Replace the lens cap

Just a simple thing like replacing the lens cap after each picture session will 
prevent dust from building up too quickly. You should make sure you clean the 
lens regularly while on your safari.

● Use Dust Bags

Keeping your gear covered while it's not in use is a very good idea especially 
while traveling in the safari vehicle. You can make use of a variety of plastic 
dust proof bags that are expressly designed for the purpose. Rain covers can 
also be good for this purpose because many of them are dust proof too.

Rain and dust covers

A cover that I would recommend that is really cheap and yet thoroughly 
effective is the humble shower cap. Purchase ones that have waterproof 
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material on one side and fabric on the other and then place them over your 
camera and/or end of your lens with the fabric layer on the inside. The elastic 
band will ensure a snug fit and you can remove them very quickly if 
necessary.

● Keep Your Camera and Dust Bags Clean

It's senseless to take all these precautions and then store your equipment in a 
dusty, dirty camera bag. Make sure that you clean camera and dust bags on a 
regular basis too.

Camera and Lens Cleaning

A good general camera cleaning kit is a must to deal with the large amount of dust 
your gear will be exposed to on safari. Pack a lens brush, a microfiber cloth and 
plenty of lens cleaning fluid. You can also take something like the Arctic Butterfly 
sensor cleaning kit for removing dust from the digital sensor on your camera or make 
use of the Copper Hill system.

This is a very informative and comprehensive website on how to clean your CCD 
sensor using the Copper Hill Cleaning Method.

Safari Camera Gear Insurance 

The chances that your photographic equipment will get stolen 
while you are in a game reserve or national park in Africa are remote. But 
unfortunately, when you are outside the safari areas in towns and cities, the risk of 
theft does go up.

Safaris are also notoriously hard on camera gear because of the rough roads and 
dust that accompany them, so a breakdown is a distinct possibility. As a result, I 
strongly recommend insurance for theft, loss and damage of your photo equipment.

No matter which insurance policy you end up getting, the most important thing is to 
read through it very carefully (twice at least) so that you know exactly what the 
coverage entails. Many people make the costly mistake of merely skimming through 
the small print and only really take notice when they have to claim, by which time it's 
too late.

There are three different kinds of camera gear insurance for you to consider...

Homeowners Insurance

In many countries worldwide, an amateur photographer going on safari 
(professionals are excluded) is allowed to add a rider to their current homeowners or 
renters insurance policy to cover photography equipment. Check your policy to make 
sure of the situation in your country of residence.

This is the most cost effective option of the three but it does come with some caveats 
and this is again where you must read the small print...

● Many homeowners policies don't pay what your camera and other equipment 
cost you, but their current market value, which is problematic because 
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camera equipment depreciates in value very quickly as newer models get 
introduced. 

● There are often exclusions such as you might not be covered if the equipment 
disappears from an unoccupied vehicle or from a hotel room if there's no sign 
of forced entry and the list goes on and on. Read the policy carefully.

● Due to the fact that the cover is attached to your homeowners insurance, any 
claim you make has the potential to push up your premium. Even more 
alarmingly on some policies, if you make more than a certain number of 
claims within a certain time period you might be refused homeowners 
insurance at any price.

Travel Insurance

Many safari operators won't accept your trip booking unless you have taken out an 
Africa travel insurance policy to cover the safari itself. Some of them will offer you a 
policy of their own (you don't have to take theirs but you must have some form of 
coverage) and others leave the choice completely up to you.

The reason for this is that although an African safari is not dangerous to go on most 
of the time, accidents, theft and trip cancellations do happen and if you aren't 
covered you will suffer financially (medical attention is not cheap in Africa).

So seeing as though you have to have safari travel insurance anyway, it makes sense 
to get a policy that will cover your photography equipment adequately at the same 
time. Baggage theft cover is often included as a rule but you need something more 
that will cover your equipment on the whole safari.

Specialized Camera Insurance

Some insurance companies offer specialized cover tailored specifically to 
photographers needs, especially for the higher end photography equipment like super 
telephoto lenses.

This will be more expensive than the other options, but when you are walking around 
Africa with camera equipment that costs the equivalent of ten years of the average 
Africans earnings hanging around your neck, it could be worthwhile to pay a little bit 
extra to insure it. 

Some companies to get you started on this...

In the UK:

E & L Insurance

Photoguard

In the USA:

TCP Insurance
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 Top Four Safari Photography Destinations

A successful African photo safari depends on many factors but two 
of the most important are the probability of finding wildlife 
subjects and the ability to photograph them once they have been 
located as dense undergrowth tends to make this difficult.

The following list of the best African photo safari areas was set up with that in mind 
and based on my own twenty five years plus of safari experience, forum suggestions, 
magazines and web based trip reports. 

These are my top four recommendations where you will be able to find awe inspiring 
wildlife photo opportunities...

1. Kruger National Park and Sabi Sands in South Africa

I list these two together as they form part of the same wildlife area, with the major 
difference being that the Kruger Park is owned and managed by the state while Sabi 
Sands is privately owned. 

The Kruger Park is an excellent safari photography destination due to the diversity of 
animals and the fact that its possible to do self drive safaris there, which makes it 
one of the most cost-effective safari areas in Africa. 

Lower safari cost means you can spend more time in the park and that means more 
opportunities to gather outstanding photos. That's why going on a self drive safari is 
the number one tip to improve your safari photography. 

Because Sabi Sands is privately owned, self drive safaris aren't allowed there (unlike 
Kruger) so you will have to go on a guided safari, which is more expensive at the end 
of the day, but well worth the money.

Your chances of finding and photographing the big cats, rhino and elephant are 
excellent here because this game reserve shares a boundary with the Kruger 
National Park and the animals are able to move at will because there is no boundary 
fence between them.

The Sand and Sabi rivers that run through the reserve provide essential drinking 
water for the wildlife during the dry winter season and good grazing all year round so 
the area is rich in animals.

Another thing counting in Sabi Sands' favour photographically speaking is that 
vehicles are allowed to go off road unlike many of the other national parks and 
reserves in Africa which means you can follow and get very close to the game. 

And as if that wasn't enough the lodges employ a special tracker who can read the 
signs the animals make on the ground in addition to the game guide driver so your 
chances of finding game are very good.

Last but not least this reserve is pretty exclusive so you will have most of the 
sighting all to yourself and won't have to crop out other safari vehicles that have 
intruded into your lion photo.

29
© Bruce Whittaker and African Safari Pictures

http://www.african-safari-pictures.com/


2. Serengeti in Tanzania

When the Serengeti puts on a wildlife display, have your camera ready because you 
will capture images unlike any other. 

The best times for an African photo safari here is during the wildebeest migration and 
particularly the wildebeest birthing season in January/February every year.

When there is an abundance of grazers such as during the migration (1.5 million 
wildebeest) and the birthing season (approximately 8000 new wildebeest calves a 
day) the predators also increase in activity and visibility so you will get some great 
shots of lion, leopard, cheetah and hyena to name but a few.

The terrain is also perfect for photography being mostly flat and devoid of dense 
undergrowth and because of the wide open spaces you also have a measure of 
photographic privacy.

One disadvantage here is that off-road driving is not allowed but what is a negative 
for photography is a positive for the environment so just make sure that the focal 
length of the lens you take is large.

3. Masai Mara in Kenya

The Mara comes in at number three for an African photo safari only because of the 
fact that it's pretty much overrun with safari tourists and you will often find half a 
dozen vehicles jostling for the best position at a big cat sighting.

But there is a reason why so many people visit here and it's because the wildlife 
sightings potential is excellent (especially lion) and the wide open plains provide 
glorious un-obscured views which is of like manna from heaven for wildlife 
photographers.

There is nothing as frustrating as finally finding a leopard on an African photo safari 
only to see that when you look through the viewfinder his head is concealed behind a 
bush or shrub. No such problem here.

Off road driving is allowed for 4x4 vehicles.

4. Etosha in Namibia

Wouldn't it be great that in place of having to drive around for miles trying to find 
wildlife to photograph, they came looking for you instead?

This is exactly what happens at Etosha National Park, in a manner of speaking. The 
dry season is so dry that there are only a few waterholes in the park left for animals 
to drink at so if you await them there they eventually come to you.

There is a waterhole situated right next to the Okaukeujo camp which is also floodlit 
at night attracting all the usual subjects like lion, hyena, cheetah, elephant and even 
black rhino. A number of lion hunts have been seen at this waterhole too.

The climate also ensures that you will have unrestricted views for excellent African 
photo safari opportunities.
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 Important Questions To Ask Your Safari Company

Some African safari companies are considerably more 
'photographer friendly' than others. To get an idea of how the 
operator you are planning on using for your safari rates on this 
aspect, here are a few questions you should ask them...

Safari Vehicle

To decide on the best camera rest to pack for your trip you need to know exactly the 
type of safari vehicle you will be using to search for wildlife. A mini bus type car will 
mean taking a different kind of rest compared to an open landrover. If the company 
is going to be making use of different kinds of vehicles at different times you need to 
know that too so that you can pack rests accordingly.

Power Options

Taking kilograms of expensive photography equipment with you all the way to Africa 
only for it all to be rendered useless because there is nowhere to recharge batteries 
is a nightmare scenario. 

Avoid it by asking your safari company the following questions:

● Where – Will there be power available at your accommodation and if so will 
there be an outlet in your room or only at a central area somewhere?

● What – Does the power come from the grid or is it tapped from a generator 
and what is the voltage at the lodgings and in the safari vehicle? What kind of 
socket is used?

● When – Is there power 24/7 or does the generator only work at certain times 
of the day or night?

Based on the answers you get here, you will be able to pack according to your power 
requirements...

Game Drive Pacing 

Find out, in general, how long the driver will be willing to stay at one particular 
sighting before moving on. Do they only go out in the morning and afternoons to find 
game or are they flexible and allow for being out for the whole day if necessary? Do 
they follow a holistic approach to which game they stop for or do they chase after the 
big five?

Reserve and Vehicle Congestion

How many other visitors is it reasonable to expect in that safari area during the time 
of your trip? Too many vehicles at a sighting makes it difficult to get close and 
sometimes interferes with framing. 

And very importantly, how many other passengers will be in your safari vehicle 
because this affects a whole host of things like:

● Your ability to access both sides of the car
● The probability of getting a window seat which is the best place to be to use a 
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rest
● How unstable the vehicle will be when you photograph due to jostling by other 

passengers
● How much space you get to spread out all your photography equipment

PS... A self drive safari solves all the above problems which is why I recommend it as 
the best way of all to go on a photographic safari. 

References

If their previous safari trips went well, the chances are better that your photographic 
tour with that company will too. So ask them for references from their past safari 
clients and if they can give you an e-mail address so that you can get in touch with 
the person yourself to find out how 'photographer friendly' they are, so much the 
better.

Airline Carry on Weight Limit

If the safari company is going to be booking your flight tickets you need to make 
sure that they use an airline with a high hand luggage weight limit.

You will need to carry on most of your photography equipment to prevent damage 
and theft/loss so the more weight allowed the better. Here's how to avoid going over 
the airlines weight limits...

 Top 'Photographer Friendly' Safari Companies

Not all African safari companies can be categorized as photographer 
friendly. A photo safari to Africa has some special requirements as opposed to the 
run of the mill trip so you need to choose your operator carefully.

It can be done with a conventional company but if getting good safari wildlife 
pictures is important to you then you will benefit tremendously by choosing a 
dedicated photo safari operator. Here's why...

More Vehicle Space

Photo safari operators restrict the amount of people allowed in a game drive 
vehicle as opposed to conventional companies which may try to cram as many 
people in as comfortably possible, unless you book a private safari.

Less people per vehicle has the benefits of allowing you access to both sides 
of the car with your camera to use a rest (very important), minimizes the risk 
of camera shake because of other passenger movements and leaves lots of 
space for you to spread out all your photo gear. 

Game Drive Pacing 

Patience is a pre-requisite in wildlife photography and once you've found a 
suitable subject you need to stick with it for awhile to get the best results. 

Photo safari drivers understand this and so will fellow photographer 
passengers, but on a conventional trip the driver is under pressure from non-
photographer passengers to find other wildlife quickly, so they can't stay at a 
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particular sighting for very long. As a consequence, your photography efforts 
will suffer.

The same goes for the length of the game drives themselves. A photo safari 
company will stay out for as long as it takes to get good pictures, often the 
whole day, leaving early and staying out late to maximise game viewing 
opportunities. 

The conventional company normally only goes out in the mornings and 
afternoons and the game drive length is often dictated by lodge brunch and 
dinner schedules (there is some flexibility, but not much). 

Wildlife Photography Tuition

You get input, suggestions, instruction, help and workshops specifically about 
safari wildlife photography from the tour guide who is normally an expert in 
that field. 

The conventional safari guide will be a fount of information about the wildlife 
themselves but will offer very little in terms of wildlife photography guidance.

So once you have decided to choose a dedicated photo safari company the next 
decision is which one. Here is a list of questions you can ask any safari company to 
determine if they are 'photographer friendly'.

I've (more about me) already been through the sifting process with many safari 
companies and compiled a list below of the top photographer friendly safari operators 
in Africa based on over twenty five years of personal wildlife photography experience, 
lots of trip reports and testimonials, opinions in forums and photo magazines and 
general consensus in the photo safari travel industry.

Not all photographers have the same budget requirements so to take that into 
account I've sorted the companies into different rate categories.

Low season rates can be about 25% less than high season rates. The rate indications 
below exclude international and inter-Africa airfares.

Rate Categories

 Deluxe: Prices range from $650 upwards per person per night spent on safari.

 Mid Range: Between $300 and $650 per person per night spent on safari.

  Budget: From $100 to $300 per person per night spent on safari.

 

Deluxe Photo Safari Companies

Andy Biggs

You need to book very 

Eyes On Africa 

Led by David Cardinal 

Joseph Van Os

Lemurs and chameleons 
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early to get a place on 
an Andy Biggs trip 
because they are so 
popular. Covers 
Tanzania's famed 
Serengeti, Ngorongoro 
Crater and Lake Manyara 
National Parks.

you get to visit the 
Makgadikgadi Pans and 
the Okavango Delta in 
Botswana. You also 
spend time at the 
Selinda reserve in 
northern Botswana's 
Linyanti region.

in Madagascar, Gorilla 
and chimpanzee in 
Rwanda, lion and 
leopard in Kenya are 
some of the mouth-
watering destinations 
you can expect  to visit.

Mid Range Photo Safari Companies

Acacia Photography 

Undertaken by William 
Cowger, an award 
winning feelance 
photographer, these 
photo safaris and 
workshops take place in 
the Serengeti, Tanzania. 
Based in the USA.

Ontdek Kenya
(trip report reviews)

Owner-guide, Peter 
Huysman believes that 
Kenya is the ultimate 
destination for nature 
photography. He uses a 
'slow travel' philosophy 
that cuts transfers to a 
minimum and offers out-
of-vehicle (walking 
safari) photography.

Wild 4 Photo Safaris

Family run business by 
Stu and Justyna Porter 
in the Kruger National 
Park in South Africa. A 
maximum of three 
photographers per 
vehicle and a spotter car 
driven by Justyna 
maximizes the wildlife 
photography 
opportunities.

Budget Photo Safari Company

African Safari Journals

My company (more about me) is the only one in this category because a budget 
photo safari is hard to find, but I've figured out a way to do it really cost-
effectively. If you know of another company that fits into this category, let me 
know and I'll add it.

A self drive is one of the best ways to undertake a photo safari which is why I rate 
it as the number one tip to improve your African wildlife pictures. 

A big advantage is that it's low in price in comparison to a guided safari which 
means you can spend a lot more time in reserves taking pictures of the wildlife 
(up to twice as long for the same cost). 

African Safari Journals takes the logistics of the trip off your hands by booking 
your accommodation, vehicle and activities in Southern African reserves and 
game parks for you at the same price as if you were doing it yourself (no extra 
charge). 
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All you have to do is turn up with your camera equipment, drive and take 
photographs. You get detailed support on exactly how to go about a self drive 
photo safari and the cost is lower than any guided safari anywhere in Africa.

I've set this service up to help safari photographers who see the advantages of 
going on a self drive but don't know where to start. I've been on hundreds of self 
drive safaris myself throughout Southern Africa in the past twenty five plus years 
so I've got it down to a fine art.  

Contact All At Once

To save you some time and hassle, I've set up a form that you can use to contact all 
the top photo safari companies in your rates category. So you only need to fill in the 
form once (ask a question, get rates, availability etc) and it will be sent to all the 
companies in that rates category. 

Beats having go to each company one by one and asking the same questions over 
and over on each ones contact us form.

Which rates category are you interested in?

Deluxe Mid Range Budget

 Editing Your Photos 

There are dozens of image editing software packages available 
ranging from the very expensive (Photoshop) to free (Paint). I haven't made use of 
them all so I'll just review the ones I have used and explain the technique that I 
follow to process my safari pictures.

Photoshop is the Rolls Royce of photo editing packages and it has so many functions 
that the learning curve is reasonably steep. Even after you get the basics right you 
would still only have  scratched the surface of what it can do, so many of it's 
properties lie unused. 

I sometimes think that if I find the correct setting Photoshop will even wash the 
dishes for me, but I haven't found that button yet. I will let you know when I do.

The disadvantages of Photoshop is the fact that it can be a little complicated and it is 
undoubtedly expensive. If you are a professional photographer then I would 
recommend investing in the software and taking the time to learn most of it's 
functions, but for the amateur or hobbyist safari photographer, Photoshop is overkill. 

Fortunately there are alternatives which means that processing digital photos after 
your safari doesn't have to be a complicated or expensive exercise. I make use of a 
software package called Paint.Net which can be downloaded for free here...

http://www.getpaint.net/

You can't get much cheaper than that and it's also very easy to use and quick to 
learn. Many of the photos on my African Safari Pictures website are edited using 
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Paint.Net and here's how I do it...

Image Editing With Paint.Net

I keep it very simple when editing my safari images because when I get back from 
my trip there are normally thousands of pics to process.

Step 1: Cropping

It's rare that a safari picture is so perfectly framed in the field that cropping is 
completely unnecessary, so eight times out of ten you will have to crop to a certain 
extent.

To start, find the picture you want to edit on your computer by clicking on File and 
then Open in Paint.Net.

When the relevant picture has opened click on the rectangular block in the tools 
menu (see the red arrow in the screenshot below). Drag and drop the resulting crop 
field and highlight exactly the portion of the photo you want to keep. 

Click on Image on the top menu and then Crop To Selection and viola, you have 
cropped your picture to the desired dimensions. 

If it's not exactly how you want it then click on Edit on the top menu, then Undo 
and try again.
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 Step 2: Colour

A person could spend hours on each photo adjusting the colours exactly but who has 
the time for that? Paint.Net has an automatic way of getting the colour right. 

Click on Adjustments on the top menu and then Auto Level. If the result is an 
improvement then keep it (it often is but sometimes it's much worse) otherwise you 
can fine tune using all the colour options under the Adjustments menu.

Step 3: Resize

Resizing the image is particularly useful if you are going to upload it to the web 
because then you need to give it a specific width and height and try to get the file 
size as small as possible at the best quality.

Click on Image on the top menu and then Resize. A box will pop up with all sorts of 
fields in it. The only field that I normally change is the Width one because with the 
Maintain Aspect Ratio box ticked the height is automatically adjusted by the 
software.

So type in the width that you want (for the web I always use 500) and then click on 
OK.

Step 4: Sharpen

This is a very handy little function. Your picture may not be as sharp as you would 
like it so you can fix that now. Click on Effects on the top menu, then Photo and 
then Sharpen (see the screenshot below on how to do that).

A pop up box will appear with a slider that says Amount and a field with a number in 
it. The higher the number the sharper the picture will become, so move the slider or 
change the number until you are satisfied with the sharpness.
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Step 5: Save the Image

Click on File on the top menu, then Save As and choose where on your computer 
you want to save the edited image. Give the image an appropriate name so that you 
can find it again and then click on Save.

A pop up box will appear with a slider that says Quality and a field with a number in 
it. The higher the number the better the quality of the saved picture will be, but it 
will also dramatically increase the size, which you can see changing on the fly in the 
Preview File Size field as you increase or decrease the number/slider.

So if you are going to post the image on the web you need to find the optimal size 
quality ratio and the click on OK. The picture will be saved in the location, quality 
and size you have specified. 

And that's all there is to it. Time to move on to the next image.

Here's what the finished product looks like...
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 Where To Display Your Safari Photos Online

 One of the pleasures of taking safari pictures is being able to 
share them with others when you get back home. 

Putting your photos up on the web is an ideal way to do this because you can e-mail 
friends and family the link when you are done and they can enjoy your safari 
experience too. You can even try your luck at selling your photos if you feel they cut 
the mustard.

Dozens of photo storage sites have sprung up like digital mushrooms in the past few 
years, often allowing you the privilege of uploading your pictures for free. These 
services normally come with restrictions on image size, storage space and duration 
so make sure you read the fine print before opening an account with them.

It's a good idea to start with a free account and if you want more functionality and 
features you can upgrade to a premium account where you will be asked to pay a 
fee. But for displaying your safari pics after the completion of your trip the free 
account is generally more than good enough.

To help you to choose between all the available options (there are many), I've set up 
a list below of the top three amateur (you want to display your photos) and 
professional (you want to sell your pictures) safari photo storage sites... 

My Top Three Amateur Photo Storage Sites

Flickr
Picasa
Photobucket
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My Top Three Professional Photo Storage Sites

Istockphoto
Shutterpoint
Corbis

Here's another very helpful way to try and find the best photo storage site for you...

http://www.andromeda.com/people/ddyer/photo/albums.html

Complete the available fields and after clicking on the “Show me the Sites” button 
you will be directed to a list of applicable sites based on your preferences.

Photo Printing

The biggest problem with photo printing is deciding which one of the services to use 
because there are so many of them. You could simply make use of the company 
where you store your photos for prints but the best photo storage site is not 
necessarily the best photo printing site.

Here are some criteria to use to help you sort the wheat from the chaff...

● Ease of Use of the Ordering Process  
● Quality of Prints  
● Pricing per Print 
● Shipping Costs 
● Turnaround Time

If you can find one that scores high on those five criteria you are on to a winner. This 
photo print reviews website has done some of the research for you and presents the 
results comparatively.
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The Better Safari Photography book is © Bruce Whittaker and African Safari Pictures. 
All rights reserved worldwide.

No part of this publication may be stored in a retrieval system, changed or 
reproduced in any way on any medium, including but not limited web pages and 
digital copying, without the prior written permission of the author. 

You are not allowed to sell this guide to anyone else but you may give it to others as 
long as it's unchanged and in its entirety and due credit is given to the author Bruce 
Whittaker. If you paid for this book please contact me at African Safari Pictures.

The author, Bruce Whittaker, has made his best efforts to produce a high quality, 
informative and helpful book. But he makes no representations or warranties of any 
kind with regard to the completeness or accuracy of the contents of the book.

He accepts no liability of any kind for any losses or damages caused or alleged to be 
caused, directly or indirectly, from using the information contained in this book or 
any potential travel problem caused by information in this guide, even if such errors 
or omissions are a result of negligence, accident or any other cause.
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 About The Author

I've been taking photographs on safaris in Southern 
Africa for over twenty five years now. The bug first bit 
me when my dad bought an old Pentax ME Super with 
a 70 - 210 manual zoom lens in the early eighties.

We would visit the game reserves in South Africa 
(where I grew up and still live) like the Kruger National 
Park, Pilanesberg and Hluhluwe-Imfolozi and I would 
snap away dementedly at every animal we saw. I still 
do, and I've branched out to photography in Botswana, 
Zimbabwe and Namibia game reserves.

The wildlife pictures have improved over time and my 
love for going on a picture safari and the wilds and 
wildlife of Africa remains undiminished. I try to go on 
safari every chance I get and I have visited many of the reserves in the southern 
part of this massive African continent.

I  built the African Safari Pictures website to showcase some of my and other 
photographers wildlife picture efforts to hopefully provide you with a small insight 
into the magical experience that is an African safari.

I also launched African Safari Journals in 2003 to provide an objective voice in the 
safari industry based on trip reports submitted by past safari travelers. The website 
is now one of the top safari review resources on the internet and I share some of the 
knowledge and experience I have gained over the years there too. 

It might help you if you want to undertake a safari trip yourself which I can't 
recommend highly enough. The old cliché that it's a once in a lifetime experience 
really is true. You will never forget it. My lovely wife Wilma joined me on a full time 
basis in 2005 and she helps people from all over the world plan and book their safari 
experiences in Africa. 

I wrote the 248 page Guide Your Own Safari ebook to dispel the myth that you must 
use a guide when you go on safari and to enable anyone to visit Southern African 
wildlife areas very cost effectively and yet still enjoy comfortable accommodation and 
facilities. 

And if my own wildlife pictures can spread a little awareness about Africa which 
might ultimately lead to the continued and improved conservation of all the wildlife 
there then I will consider them a success. 

Please let me know if you find any errors and broken links in this guide book, or just 
to chat about wildlife and safari photography in general.

Bruce Whittaker
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