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We hope you will think this bumper Christmas issue was worth the wait.
Particularly encouraging are the results of this year’s BIUPC which 
attracted many more entries than the old style competition and the 

quality and variety of the images, as a result of the geographic diversity, was 
outstanding.

We are taken by Storm to a fascinating and surprising account of Laura’s earlier 
life and an event which nearly deprived the world of her exotic views on all 
things either abstract or living or both!

This year’s BSoUP/Diver Print Competition, beautifully choreographed  by Mark 
Feldman and Dave Smith, attracted record numbers of the public at this year’s 
October Birmingham Dive Show.  See the results inside.

So, you wanna quit the lucrative day job, get away from it all and become a 
resident photopro at a well-known tropical dive resort? Gill McDonald tells us 
how it’s done.

Plus, so much more….

Thanks as ever for huge efforts from your in focus team; Chris, Mike, and Paul.

Editorial
by Joss Woolf

BSoUP

4 • BSoUP in focus



BSoUP in focus • 7Winter 2016

Usual question, Laura, how did 
it all begin?

During my years as a safety diver I was 
occasionally asked to film at freediving 
record attempts and competitions. 
Usually, I’d be given a five minute 
initiation on the ins and outs of a 
particular rig before being thrown in 
the deep end. 

Sometimes I would be streaming 
video, live to a topside audience and 
panel of judges. Other times I was just 
grabbing footage to be used later for 
verification purposes. 

I remember at one event feeling 
completely out of my depth trying to 
manhandle a state-of-the-art Gates 
system. I had no clue how to be 
innovative with video or whether I was 
white balancing right or what I was 
doing at all. But somewhere along the 
line, it planted a seed. 

I grew up around wildlife and the kind 
of raw adventure you find in Africa is 
in my blood. Photography just crept 
in along the way. Spending months 
on the road in the heat and dust, 
year after year, watching animals 
do what they do best is a brilliant 
apprenticeship. So when I did finally 
pick up a camera, I hit 

the ground running.

The rest happened after I got caught 
up in a natural disaster. 

November 11th 2010, my birthday. 
Dad was trying to get me to Mombasa 
airport to catch a flight back to 
London. He lives down a dirt track 
in a beautiful spot by the ocean. 
Overnight, the route to the main road 
had all but been washed away.

The rains can fail year after year but 
about once every decade, we get the 
big stuff. Torrential downpours that 
create flood waters in the coastal 
plains. This was one of those years.

We had to cross what is normally a 
dried up river bed. In the 4am pitch 
black, Dad misjudged the water level 
and ploughed straight into this muddy 
torrent. What he thought were the tops 
of low level bush turned out to be the 
tops of trees.

So the jeep was swept away with us 
in it. Dirty flood water pouring in fast. 
Dad and my brother got out through 
the big front windows. I was trapped 
in the back with nowhere to go. The 
pressure of water pushing in was too 
great to open the doors at the back. 
Headrests stopped my efforts to 

Through Snell’s 
Window  

Laura Storm

in focus editor 
Joss Woolf interviews

I was fortunate enough to spend a week on a livaboard in the Red 
Sea with Laura this summer and she impressed us all with her in-

depth knowledge about dolphins.
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climb over into the front. 

At some point the Suzuki rammed into 
a tree, which stopped it from tipping 
over. I didn’t know that at the time 
because not even the moon was out. 
I’m convinced that tree saved my life. 
By then I was using a diminishing air 
pocket to keep me going. I knew I had 
a chance to get the door open when 
the pressures equalised and so I kept 
disappearing underwater to find the 
handle and try and try and try again. 
After what seemed like an eternity, I 
detected some give. Found strength I 
didn’t know I had and here I am! 

I bought my first SLR with the insurance 
cheque and then partied wild for the 
best part of a year before settling 
down to photographing life beneath 
the ocean waves.

What camera did you start 
with?

It was a point-and-shoot Sealife 
DC500; a cast off that my brother 
gave me when he upgraded to the 
next best model.  By then I had 
also been borrowing Mark’s 
camera, which at the time was an 

Olympus C5060WZ.

It really didn’t take long before I’d 
exhausted the limits of both. The bug 
had started to bite and I wanted more; 
better control, interesting buttons 
to get arty with, prime lenses, RAW 
capability...

So now I have my Canon EOS 
550D in a Sea & Sea housing.  I’ve 
affectionately named my rig, HAL 
(Hardware Abstraction Layer). Happy 
to report that it seems to enjoy the 
challenges I put it through.

Who has been your greatest 
inspiration and why?

Nature itself has been instrumental in 
shaping my passions. Everything about 
the animal and plant world has held 
me captive from my earliest memories. 
If it moves, I’m intrigued and so for 
creative inspiration, it’s right there. 
Amazing things that make my heart 
want to explode into tiny star-shaped 
fragments.

When it comes to people who inspire 
– well, I love the provocative nature 
of The Romantics – in particular, 

Built for the extreme...

www.othree.co.uk  |  +44 (0) 1305 822820  |  Osprey Quay  Portland  Dorset  UK  DT5 1BL

...Come in from the Cold

Phil Jane - Working with the French Antarctic Expedition

No you go first... you’re wearing 
the O’Three!

The water temperature might be falling, but 
with the right dry suit, diving can still be 
enjoyed no matter how thick the ice is.

Phil’s kit list: 

Ri 2-100 Drysuit

PBB Extreme Base Layers

ECM - Extreme Condition Mitt

7x5 Extreme Semi-Dry Hood
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writers and poets like Huxley, Byron, 
Coleridge and Lewis Carroll. They 
were authentic libertarians and feel 
like kindred spirits to me. I relate to 
the way they saw things and draw 
strength from how they indulged in 
their imagination.

I know that you have a 
particular interest in free-
diving, not least because your 
husband Mark Harris was a 
British champion!  How has 
that inspired and helped your 
underwater photography?

Mark is the best person to be around 
when we’re having our open ocean 
adventures. He’s incredibly calm in the 
water and has this natural ability that 

I can only dream of. But if you want 
to improve at anything in life, hang 
around someone who’s better, graft 
like crazy and some of the magic rubs 
off.

Over the years he’s been honing 
my rough edges so that now I’m 
much more confident and capable 
breath-hold diving with a camera 
rig. We mix up our trips to include 
some that are dedicated to freediving 
photography and some to scuba. It’s 
added a particular dimension to my 
photography and portfolio because 
I can interact with wildlife in a much 
more accessible and natural way. 

Left: Mark freediving – In the NDAC. 
Below: Hermit Crab, Corsica 
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Mark’s book, Glass and Water;  
what was your involvement 
with that?

After Mark retired from competitive 
freediving, he had this encyclopaedic 
knowledge stored up but was doing 
nothing much with it. He knew there 
was a gap in the market because there 
wasn’t anything out there on freediving 
photography. So many of the skills, 
techniques and equipment used by 
apneists are transferable, if not born 
for underwater photography. 

He started writing Glass and Water 
in his spare time, something of a 
long and lonely process. We would 
brainstorm ideas together and then 
as each chapter neared completion, 

I’d proofread it and do an initial 
edit. The final section ‘Behind the 
Lens’ highlights the work of a few 
underwater photographers who 
like taking images freediving – me 
included.

The really fun part was sourcing 
images. Some we had already but 
the missing links we had to set up 
shoots for. One of the challenges was 
to capture simple images depicting 
a skill or technique. We spent a fair 
amount of time at the NDAC, which 
was always productive. Specifically, we 
wanted green water images because 
the book is as much for the UK scene 

as it is for readers overseas.

You’re up there in the lime-
light Laura; what would 
you say is the secret of your 
success?

This tricky and very lovely inquiry! I’m 
on the red couch and don’t know what 
to say. I tend to be quiet about these 
things. 

On competitions – I’m relatively 
selective and only enter a small 
handful each year. Paramount to me 
are decent ethics, animal welfare and 
photographer’s rights.  I’m not in a 
rush with any of what I do but I have 
loved the challenges and it does feel 
good when I get it right.

Mixing things up keeps me engaged, I 
don’t want to lose the love or become 
a slave to the cause. So maybe that’s 
part of it.
 
The turning point – almost certainly 
joining BSoUP has been part of that 
equation.

What do you do for 
a living?

My clinical qualifications are in 
anatomy and physiology. I have also 
studied some of the equivalent Eastern 
and Oriental Diagnostics relevant 
to my field. I have my own clinic, 
specialising in sports injuries and soft 
tissue disorders.

Above: Lemon Shark, Tiger Beach, Bahamas. 
Right: Mark,  Bahamas - Open Ocean at 
White Sand Ridge. 
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Do you have any favourite 
photographers?

I don’t know that I have any favourites 
but one of my favourite lunchtime 
distractions is to see what new images 
or original art have appeared in cyber 
space. I enjoy looking at everyone’s 
work; it’s uplifting to hear when 
someone I know, or know of, has done 
well, won a competition or nailed a 
particular shot they’ve been after. 

I know that you have a 
particular penchant for 
dolphins; how did that come 
about?

A slow awakening to the brilliance of 
dolphins! I hadn’t appreciated how 
complex and intelligent they really are 
until I spent some quality time in their 
company. Their communication and 
language are fascinating. How they 
use echo-location and have this vast 
vocabulary based on sound shapes 
which they seem to use to exchange 
information with. 

As a species, we share a host of 
emotions and moods and respond to 
the same kind of stimuli as they do. 
Observing first hand the intricacies of 
their world completely changed my 
perspective.
 

I’m working on a bigger article about 
my experiences because I think I might 
have something new to offer. This is to 
do with how dolphins behave around 
people with metal implants and 
bionics. There doesn’t seem to be any 
published data on this yet but maybe 
what I have will start the ball rolling. 

Tell me which dive locations 
excite you the most and what 
you saw there.  Any you’d like 
to go back to?

Really wild, off the beaten track places 
tend to interest me the most. Springs 
and mangroves are both up there, 
and rivers that I can drift along at my 
own pace. You always find something 
a little different; nurseries with lots 
of little fish, the occasional reptile or 
amphibian hanging out, snapping 
turtles and lovely plants like water 
lilies.

I particularly enjoy shore diving hot 
spots, like Bonaire, simply because 
they offer a freedom to explore and 
a chance to really get to know the 
habitat.

Roca Partida in the Revillagigedo 
Islands is sheer magic. It’s challenging 
because of the surge and currents and 
its remoteness.  But that strange little 
rock is my idea of heaven. It is how 
the ocean should be, teaming with 
a richness of life. There are so many 
sharks everywhere it blows you away. 

Nature in balance! Mark and I are not 
long back from diving around Corsica 
and La Maddalena archipelago. The 
topography was amazing and the 
critter life, surprisingly good. I didn’t 
do it justice at all and I’d love to go 
back.
 
Is there any uncharted territory 
you would still like to visit? 

Oceania, the Amazon, the Arctic and 
Antarctic. Dreaming big!

And I’d love to try some black water 
diving where those kooky animals 
from the deep show up. 

Closer to home, I’m itching to get into 
some of the Scottish sea lochs and 
also out to Lundy. The last couple of 
years our efforts to dive on home turf 
have been thwarted by all sorts of 
gremlins. So actually, anywhere in our 
green murk would be a bonus.

Have you ever had any diving 
mishaps?  

Naturally! When I mess up it does 
tend to be in spectacular style.  There 
are one or two badges of shame with 
my name on.  

Plus a handful of interesting moments.
About ten years ago I had an OxTox 
(oxygen toxicity) hit after the last in a 
series of deep Trimix dives. At the time, 
I was still building up my tolerances 

Blue Solitude – one of my competition successes. Highly Commended - Out of the Blue: HRH The 
Prince of Wales's Commonwealth Environmental Photography Awards. Bimini, Bahamas 
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to mixed gases. Tech diving is an 
inexact science and part of the process 
is learning where your physiological 
limits are. Most of the available 
tables have been developed and 
tested around super-fit Navy divers 
rather than smaller female physiques. 
Thankfully, my tissues normalised after 
a few hours of taking it easy but I was 
right on the edge. 

I’ve also had a close encounter at 
Tiger Beach. Thirty or more Lemon 
sharks, me and a feeding frenzy. For 
most of the week I had stayed away 
from the bait crates – preferring to 
see the sharks in as natural a way as 
possible. The closer you get to those 
boxes of frozen fish heads, the more 
excited and frustrated the sharks 
become. 

Towards the end of the trip, I decided 
to get in close to the peak of action, 
about a metre or so from where the 
bait rests on the ocean floor. The 
Lemons had been harassing the box, 
bumping it repeatedly and getting 
pretty frisky. I think I fired off two 
frames before those determined beasts 
broke and entered the crate. 

In a blink there were fish scales and 
tails all over me, along with all the 
sharks. All I could do was make like 
a ball, tuck in tight and wait for the 
chaos to dissipate. It didn’t last long, 
just a minute or two. Meanwhile, one 
of the safety crew swam behind and 
at an opportune moment, hauled me 

vertically up and away from the melee. 

I had a few bruises from the thrashing 
and thumping but not a single nip. 
Beautiful animals!

Has BSoUP helped you along 
your photographic journey and 
if so, how?

BSoUP! That superpod of raw talent, 
fresh perspectives, innovative genius, 
tech geeks, old school sensibility and 
mavericks, champions of the world, 
champions of everything, hot debate... 
How can anyone not improve by 
leaping in and soaking it all up? 

It’s a shining light! 

What advice would you give 
to people starting out at the 
present time and indeed to 
people who have already 
been taking photographs for a 
while?

Throw yourself, heart, soul, body and 
mind, at your passion. For what could 
possibly go wrong that won’t teach 
you something?

Pay your dues to the Oceans along 
the way. Give back more than you 
take and do everything, absolutely 
everything in your power to nurture, 
protect and replenish our wildlife and 
natural world.
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Len Deeley, FRPS Remembered

Len was suddenly taken ill on 
Wednesday evening 15th June 
2016, with aortic dissection 

and was operated on at St Georges, 
Tooting but subsequently suffered a 
massive stroke. Sadly, he passed away 
the following day. 

Len began diving as a member of 
562 Para Sqn. T.A. back in 1970 
with BSAC London Army 328 Branch. 
When he left the T.A. in 1975 he 
joined BSAC East Ham Branch 604. 
However, Len really settled into serious 
diving when he became a member of 
the Billericay Sub Aqua Club (1620) in 
1980 when it formed.

In 1981 Len joined BSoUP, where 
he got to know many underwater 

photographers, some of international 
status. This was to prove an invaluable 
part of the learning process which 
helped him develop his underwater 
photography. In 1986 Len moved from 
Essex to Surrey and joined Cranleigh 
Sub Aqua Club and Godalming 
Photographic Club, with whom he 
developed an interest in other forms of 
photography and printing techniques. 
This led to his own darkroom and, 
latterly, digital imaging. 

Len also joined The Royal Society 
of Photography (RPS) and earned 
an ARPS distinction in the Applied 
Category using underwater images 
taken with slide film. This was followed 
in 2006 when Len achieved a 
Fellowship distinction with the RPS in 
the Nature category with digital prints.

Having the right type of diving is so 
important for underwater photography 
and that is unlikely to be found 
with a normal diving club. It was 
for this reason that in 1988 Len 
formed PHOTOSUB which now has 
a membership of around 50 people. 
This provided the backdrop for much 
of his diving. Len was the heart, soul 
and driving force behind the success 
of this highly social club, organising 
dive trips all over the world, meetings, 
competitions, presentations and the 
annual dinner, frequently opening up 

his home with his wife Pat for many of 
these social occasions.

Len had been on the lecture circuit of 
the Surrey Photographic Association 
since 1993 and regularly gave talks, 
slide shows and lectures, including 
photoshop technique and how to 
produce digital audio visuals.

By building up successes with entries 
in various British Photographic 
Exhibitions affiliated to the BPE Crown 
Awards scheme Len achieved the BPE1 
award certificate in March 2007, BPE2 
in April 2007 and BPE3 in May 2008.

In 2009 Len was commissioned 
with a dive friend Karen Gargani to 
produce a book. Ultimate Diving 

Adventures was released in UK 
in October 2009 with worldwide 
publication thereafter. In March 2011 
Len was awarded AFIAP distinction 
with the Federation Internationale De 
l’Art Photographique, and an EFIAP 
distinction in May 2015.

Len was also Chairman of Mid 
Thames AV Group and a regular 
attendee and entrant of AV Festivals. 
He was well known for his incredible 
underwater photography. 

Len was a big man in all ways and will 
leave a large hole in the lives of those 
who were fortunate enough to know 
him. We will all miss you Len, rest in 
peace.
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British & Irish Underwater 
Photography Championship 2016 

The Winners

Wide Angle 
Winner:  Nick Peiffer 
who won an O’Three Drysuit and a 
BSoUP Trophy
The judges all thought that this 
was a real “wow” image with 
the diver adding a sense of scale 
and excitement. The tail shot is 
unconventional, but it most surely 
works and the overall composition is 
strong, with matching diagonals on 
the free-diver and shark. There is also 
a clear depth perspective from the 
chosen viewpoint that shows the shark 
receding from tail-to-head and it is 
emphasised by bringing the surface 
into view. All of this outweighed some 
small technical errors (a slight lack 
of contrast and some lens vignetting, 
both of which could have been 
corrected within the allowable post-
processing limits) But overall, a truly 
memorable image that tells a great 
story.

Runner up:  Damien McGuirk 
who received a BSoUP Trophy.
This is a technically proficient image 
with a clear artistic intent and a 
carefully selected viewpoint. The depth 
perspective achieved by the layers of 
anemones, kelp and sea surface give 
a wonderful three-dimensional feel to 
the scene. Colour and light provide 
excellent contrasts. A worthy runner up 
that actually scored equal first in the 
wide-angle category, with final places 
only resolved by a second vote.

Highly Commended:  
Trevor Rees who received a BSoUP 
Certificate.
The light has been beautifully 
balanced in this picture to set the 
delicate colours of the jellyfish against 
the dark background and to show 
blue sky and clouds through Snell’s 
window. The window also nicely 
mirrors and complements the dome 

The BIUPC took place around the UK and Ireland between 
10pm Friday 26th and 10pm Saturday 27th August 2016. The 
competition was open to all underwater photographers of all 

nations, with contestants demonstrating their underwater photographic 
and post-production skills to produce high impact British and Irish images 
within a limited time frame. Images were allowed from any body of salt or 
fresh water in the seas, rivers, streams and lakes of our islands.

A panel of three comprising Nigel Motyer, John Collins and Paul Colley 
judged the images submitted during the week following the competition 
with the following results:

Thanks to our sponsors:
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of the jelly. Excellent technical skills to 
achieve the artistic rendering of this 
subject, which was a mere 2 points 
adrift of the wide angle leaders.

Highly Commended:  
Robert Bailey who received a 
BSoUP Certificate.
We really liked the head-on 
composition of the Pike, which the 
photographer has set nicely in its 
natural context. The balanced light 
gives a pleasing backdrop. Some 
of the judges felt that there was a 
little too much negative space to 
the right hand side, but the fronds 
of weed there do provide a suitable 
anchor and this is another technically 
well-engineered image that strongly 
engages the viewer.

Close up
Winner:  Cathy Lewis who won an 
Apeks Regulator and a BSoUP Trophy.
This image was an immediate hit with 
all three judges because all three 
Shannies engage the viewer in a 
most pleasing composition that has a 
comic element to it. There is definitely 
a wow factor in this amusing picture. 
We all smiled back at the subjects! 
With depth of field and lighting both 
well controlled, the subjects really 
pop from the screen and create a very 
striking pose.

Runner up:  Jason Gregory who 
received a BSoUP Trophy.
This beautifully framed image 

with strong but complementary 
colours created high impact with 
all three judges. The focus is razor 
sharp and the depth of field nicely 
knocks out what could have been 
distracting peripheral elements. The 
central composition forces subject 
engagement, but the forced diagonal 
gives the image dynamism, high 
technical and artistic merit. It gave the 
winner a close run.

Highly Commended:  
Jane Morgan who received a 
BSoUP Certificate.
We thought this picture told a good 
story about a creature in its chosen 
home and it has high impact through 
strong eye engagement and subtle 
colours. Although this could have 
worked well as a centred image 
and even a square crop because of 
the symmetry, the slight offset of the 
main subject from centre works well, 
creating a more dynamic image.

Highly Commended: 
Yo-Han Cha who received a 
BSoUP Certificate.
This well-visualised abstract image 
has strong colour and subtle patterns. 
Although sharpness falls away slightly 
at the edges, it is such an interesting 
image that it forces engagement. We 
really liked it.

Compact Category
Winner:  Jason Melton who won 
a £100 voucher from Andark Diving & 

Watersport and a BSoUP trophy.
The viewpoint, focus and lighting are 
just excellent and help create very 
strong eye contact with an interesting 
subject. The foreground fronds of 
weed are a minor distraction, but 
arguably part of the habitat and with 
such good focus and colour contrast 
around the eyes, it did not distract to 
any great extent. Good technical skills 
to get the focus and lighting right and 
so create this high impact face shot.

Runner up: Trevor Rees who won 
a BSoUP Trophy.
This image split judges’ opinions on 
the artistic side, but all agreed that the 
technical elements were very strong 
and that there was a great sharpness 
in the detail and an implied feeling 
of the tidal movement. The subtle 
red accents contrast nicely with the 
dominant greens and the timing of 
the shutter release creates a flowing 
diagonal across the frame.

Highly Commended: 
Charles Erb who won a BSoUP 
Certificate.
Well lit, the jellyfish stands out well 
from its background. With the very 
interesting additional secondary 
subject of a fish, it creates an image 
that really holds your attention. 
The hint of the water surface at the 
top is not strong enough to create 
depth perspective, but just enough 
to distract slightly from the main 
subject. However, as with all of these 

images, for an on-the-day shot it is an 
excellent rendering of a 
beautiful subject.

Highly Commended:  
Chris Stevens who won a BSoUP 
Certificate.
The judges suffered a little from 
Tompot Blenny overload, even though 
many of the images were very well 
produced and eye-catching. However, 
this one had an edge over the 
traditional face shots. The very bright 
red set in a much wider scene for 
context is strong and tells a different 
story; not just about these bold and 
cheeky-faced fish, but also about 
their wider habitat too. The colour is 
striking and offsets superbly against 
the smaller fish size in the frame. A 
very well-conceived and technically 
executed image.

Best Newcomer:
Matthew Brown who won £250 
voucher from Cameras Underwater 
and a BSoUP trophy.
Although opinions were split about this 
image, it picked up first place from 
one judge and third from another 
to take the overall lead. We think 
this was a well-conceived and bold 
attempt to create a multi-layered 
image. For a beginner it deserves high 
credit. Although not a true split level 
image, but rather a view that includes 
a secondary subject through Snell’s 
window, it met the most essential 
criteria for this style of image, which 
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was to have clear subjects above and 
below. Although the people are slightly 
distorted by the water ripples, it is still 
clear what the above water subjects 
are and it tells a nice story too. 
There is also a good colour accent 
set against the blue sky. The light is 
well balanced, allowing the starfish 
to come through as the primary 
subject, so we thought Matt was a 
worthy winner of the title best BIUPC 
newcomer 2016.

Overall Winner and BIUPC 
2016 Champion:
Cathy Lewis who won a £1500 
voucher for a holiday with liveaboard.
com, the Peter Scoones trophy and a 
BSoUP trophy.

We have made our remarks above 
about this image, but should say here 
that this was a unanimous judges’ 
choice. It’s a first class image that 
any of us would have been happy to 
produce during a normal dive trip, 
let alone one that had the additional 
pressures of an on-the-day shoot out. 
Many congratulations to Cathy who 
should proudly add the title BIUPC 
champion 2016 to her roll of honour.

BIUPC Overall and Close-up Winner: Cathy Lewis
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Wide Angle Winner:  Nick Peiffer

Wide Angle Runner up:  Damien McGuirk 
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Wide Angle Highly Commended: Robert Bailey

Wide Angle Highly Commended: Trevor Rees
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Close-up Runner-up: Jason Gregory

Highly Commended (Top): Jane Morgan and below Yo-Han Cha
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Compact Winner: Jason Melton

Compact Runner-up: Trevor Rees
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Highly Commended (Top): Charles Erb
and below Chris Stevens

Best New Comer: Matthew Brown
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The Black Bream Project   
A work in progress
By Sheilah Openshaw, Matt Doggett and Martin Openshaw

Following a rare encounter with 
a black bream (Spondyliosoma 
cantharus) on its nest during a 

Poole Bay Seasearch dive, the thought 
occurred to Matt that little detail was 
known about the species’ nesting 
habits in the wild.  Meanwhile down 
the coast at Kimmeridge, Martin and 
Sheilah were monitoring another 
project site that had been transformed 
into a lunar landscape – what on 
earth could do that? Again it was the 
black bream, which in spring visits the 
south coast of the UK in its thousands 
to breed. 

Fish behaviour is a popular, but 
difficult category of underwater 
photography; it is even more difficult 
when very little is known about the way 
that a fish behaves and when they turn 
out to be very shy, avoiding divers and 
cameras given half the chance. If not 
challenging enough, the bream arrive 
about Easter time, often quite breezy 
along the south coast and spawn 
throughout the plankton bloom, not 
ideal for small boats and photography. 
Faced with these challenges we started 
by leaving Go Pros on the seabed to 
find out what actually happens.

The first thing we learned was that 
these wary fish do not like divers, nor 
do they like interference with their 
nests.  The bream are very intolerant 
of anything within the boundaries of 
their nests.  When we say boundaries 
we mean ramparts up to a foot high 
that they build around the area from 
the sand, shells or gravel they have 
excavated to reach the bedrock. If you 
leave a camera within the nest area it 
will be attacked. We left a Go Pro at 
the edge of the nest; no footage, but 
interesting results! The bream will swim 
at the lens; it will use leverage and 
rolling to move the “intruder” from 
the site, even with a 3kg diving weight 
attached.  Your footage will be of the 
seabed or the water column!

Once you have learned this 
lesson and you leave your 
camera in a tolerated position 
you can watch the fish to 
understand what they do. First 
they arrive, masses of fish 
swimming around in shoals 
looking for somewhere to build 
their nests.  Well that’s what the 
males are doing, the females 
are swimming around waiting 
for the males to get their fingers 
out and build the nests.
 
The hard-working and industrious 
males, once they have found the 
right position (and that could involve 
turfing another male off the site), 
build a nest; this involves clearing all 

the sediment from the bedrock and 
piling it around the edge of the nest. 
This makes the whole area look like a 
moonscape, something quite spooky. 
The nest is polished continually and 
sediment is not allowed to collect (the 
fish equivalent of the human male 
cleaning the loo before the girlfriend 
visits); the ladies come to inspect and 
find a suitable nest, one which shows 
that the male is good enough to be 
the father of their eggs.  Once the 
eggs are laid the male fish goes about 
his housekeeping duties, keeping the 
nest clean, chasing off predators etc. 
He is there 24/7 for ten to twelve 
days. If you get into the water there 
is very little chance you will see any 
of the fish.  We experimented with 
various noises whilst the camera was 

Above: Autonomous camera set up. Left: 
A male bream over his nest with a shoal of 
females in the background. This is a composite 
image of the scene over the nest taken just 
minutes apart. The difficulty capturing it as 
a single image arises as the male frequently 
swims up towards an approaching shoal and 
away from the image foreground.
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on the nest, the only thing we did 
which made the fish leave the nest was 
to put a diver in the water; they hear 
the sound of you breathing before you 

are 2m down the line. So we tried to 
keep our visits as short as possible, 
limited to depositing and retrieving the 
cameras.

One of the limitations of the GoPro is 
that there is only a limited battery life.  
Martin has been experimenting with 
housings for batteries and electronics 
for controlling the Go Pro.  It was 
called “Go Pro Long” until we realised 
that he can never take it on a plane 
because of how it looks; we now call it 
“The Bomb”!  The amount of footage 
is limited to the memory card capacity, 
6 hours, but it can be triggered to 

“ GoPro Long” The Bomb.

The male sets about removing rocks placed in attempt to hide the tripod leg.
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take short bursts of footage over 
an extended period.  2016 was its 
first year of deployment and despite 
inclement weather early on, we have 
obtained some interesting results.  
The drawback is that with six hours 
of footage to review, with a bream 
constantly on the nest, post-dive 
analysis takes quite some time. Add 
the other three Go Pros currently being 
used that’s 15 hours from any 24 
hours when “The Bomb” is deployed. 

Although we captured some 
interesting behaviour on the Go 
Pros, Matt wanted better quality (he 
always wants better quality) so has 
been experimenting with leaving 
his SLR on a nest using an inter-

valometer; this has provided us with 
a lot of entertainment. Remembering 
to disengage the auto shut-off is a 
good start, but it’s just plain annoying 
when a clingfish decides to attach 
itself to the centre of the dome port. 
Sometimes the male bream may 
also take a real dislike to the fish he 
can see reflected in the dome port; 
this could be expensive! Despite 
using a heavy tripod weighed down 
with several kilos of lead the bream 
have proved they can even shift 
that, potentially altering a carefully 
composed scene.

This is very much a work in progress, 
learning how to set the camera to 
take the photographs is only the first 

stage but early results have been 
encouraging.

Matt’s website has some footage of 
our first faltering footsteps from 2015 
with 2016’s update expected over 
winter: http://www.mattdoggett.com/
the-black-bream-project/. 

2016 proved a challenging year 
with dire visibility early on and steep 
learning curves both for The Bomb 
and remote SLR efforts. That doesn’t 
mean we stop trying, we have learned 
much from our experiments and 
another couple of months to try next 
year could see a big difference. What 
we have achieved already has realised 

our primary objective of adding to 
our knowledge of the breeding habits 
of the bream.  Dissemination so far 
through magazine articles and the 
project webpage has resulted in a 
large amount of positive feedback and 
interest in the findings from divers, 
fishermen and conservation and 
fishery agencies.  We have also been 
honoured to win the British Sub Aqua 
Jubilee Trusts’ Duke of Edinburgh 
Prize for outstanding achievement and 
research and 8th November 2016 
saw us in posh frocks rocking up to 
The Palace to shake hands with Prince 
Philip and receive our medal. 

GoPro image with a macro converter lens captures a male tending his eggs.
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Focus On  
Competition Results
APRIL
CRUSTACEANS 
 
Congratulations to Charles Hood 
who won with his image of a lobster  
on Dead Man's Fingers taken in the 
Farne Islands.

Congratulations also to Joe Daniels 
and Kirsty Andrews who came 
second and third respectively. Joe's 
image of a Coleman Shrimp was 
taken in Ambon, Indonesia.

Kirsty's image of a spiny squat 
lobster was taken in Scotland with a 
Nikon D7200 with a 105mm lens at 
f22 @ 1/80s. ISO 320.

A total of 43 images were submitted 
and these were judged by Alex 
Mustard who provided feedback at 
the meeting.

The top six:-
1 Charles Hood
2 Joe Daniels
3 Kirsty Andrews
4 Nick Robertson-Brown
5 Gabriel Jimenez
6 Joss Woolf

Charles Hood
Lobster at sunset (Left) was taken in the 

Farne Islands ca.1991 using a 
Nikon F801, 16mm fisheye, 2 x 
Sea & Sea YS 50 strobes, Fuji Velvia 
film, (remember that?) ISO 50, f11, 
1/15s. It is a double exposure using 
an Imacon Flextight scanner and 
PhotoShop.

Joe Daniels
Coleman Shrimp are a great 
photographic subject; they are 
unusual, on a beautiful background 
and they stay relatively still! I wanted to 
shoot them a little bit differently from 
the norm, so opened up the aperture 
for a shallow depth of field and got 
right down at eye level to the shrimp. 
Taken with a Canon 7D, 100mm 
macro lens, Sea&Sea YSD1 strobes at 
f 7.1 @ 1/125s, ISO 100.

Kirsty Andrews
This is a spiny squat lobster from 
Conservation Bay, Loch Carron, 
Scotland. I used a snoot to isolate 
the subject from the background and 
make the colours pop. These lobsters 
are often in crevices and overhangs 
and are quite shy but this was a 
relatively bold individual.
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Above: Joe's image of a Coleman shrimp
Below: Kirsty's image of a Spiny squat lobster.

MAY
FISH SHOALS

Congratulations to Gabriel 
Jimenez whose winning image was 
taken last September in Cabo Pumo, 
Mexico with a Canon 7D Mk II with a 
Tokina 10-17mm lens in a Nauticam 
housing and Inon Z240 strobes. 
f8 @ 1/125 s. ISO 640.

Congratulations also to Robert 
Bailey and Susannah H. 
Snowden-Smith who came second 
and third respectively. Robert's image 
of schooling Jacks was taken in Bali, 
Indonesia with a Nikon D300 with a 
Tokina 10-17mm lens. Susannah's 
image, taken in June, 2013, of a 
school of needlefish 'Under the Dock' 
in Bonaire was taken with a Canon 
40D with a 60mm lens by panning in 
available light. 
ISO 100, f20 @ 1/10s.

There were 30 entries and these were 
judged by Mark Pickford who 
provided feedback at the meeting. 

The top six:-
1 Gabriel Jimenez
2 Robert Bailey
3 Susannah 
            Snowdon-Smith
4 Neil Rosewarn
5 Martin Guess
6 Paul Colley

Gabriel Jimenez
In 2010 I went to Baja California, 
Mexico and took a day trip to Cabo 
Pulmo. I was amazed by the huge 
schools of “jureles” (Spanish for 
trevally) and that moment got stuck 
in my mind. Last year I went back to 
Cabo Pulmo with some friends. The 
jureles were there and they put on a 
great show for us! I was very happy to 
come back home with the image I had 
had in my mind for the last 5 years.

Susannah Snowden-Smith
I was under a dock in Bonaire 
photographing a secretary blenny 
in six feet of water when I noticed 
these needlefish.  I decided on a 
slow shutter speed and panning to 
capture their movement with a blurry 
background. A pop of strobe light 
highlighted the fishes' reflective scales 
and froze them, while the slow shutter 
blurred the schooling action. Wavy 
blackness--from one of the dock 
pilons as I panned past--can be seen 
on the left side of the frame.

Following pages: Left: 1st place, 
Gabriel Jimenez Shoal image

Top Right: 2nd place, Robert Bailey, 
Shoaling Jacks.

Below: 3rd place, Susannah Snowden-
Smith, Needle Fish
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JUNE
SILHOUETTES

Congratulations to Ellen Cuylaerts 
who was the winner of this month's 
Focus On Competition with an image 
of 'Tarpon lurking on silversides' in 
Devil's Grotto , Grand Cayman, 
Cayman Islands with a Nikon D800, 
Nikkor 16mm, ISO 800, 
1/125 sec. @ f5.6.

Congratulations also to Rick Ayrton 
and Joe Daniels who came second 
and third respectively. Rick's image 
“Divers on the shotline” was taken in 
Malta.  Joe's image 'Turtle in the rain' 
was taken at Baie Ternay, Seychelles at 
ISO 320, 1/1000th sec @ f8.

There were 33 entries and these were 
judged by Zac Macaulay, who 
provided feedback at the meeting.

The top six:-
1 Ellen Cuylaerts
2 Rick Ayrton
3 Joe Daniels
4 Alex Mustard
5 Mark Harris
6 Nick More

Rick Ayrton
I was ascending from the wreck 
of HMS Stubborn in Malta (55m) 
The divers seemed to be spread 
out well on the shotline (impossible 

to orchestrate beforehand!), I am 
uncertain what depth the image was 
taken but would guess about 35m. 
Settings were 1/1600 at f22, ISO was 
1600 (unchanged from my time on 
the wreck) ambient light, taken with 
a Nikon D610 in Nauticam housing, 
Sigma 15mm lens.

Joe Daniels
I shot this image in a torrential rain 
storm whilst snorkelling in Baie Ternay 
Marine Park, Seychelles. The viz 
was poor due to the run off  but the 
sea was very calm. When I started 
shooting the turtle I wanted to portray 
the gloominess of the day, so I quietly 
dove down underneath it and when 
it ascended for a breath, turned my 
strobes off to silhouette my subject 
and used the texture of the rain to fill 
the negative space.

JULY
WIDE ANGLE

Congratulations to Nicholas 
More who won with an image of 
a Caribbean Reef Shark taken in 
the Bahamas with a Nikon D7200 
& Tokina 10-17 @ 13mm lens in a 
Nauticam housing. 2 x Inon Z240 
strobes. f18 @ 1/8th ISO 200

Congratulations also to Mark 
Pickford and Susannah H. 
Snowden-Smith who came second 
and third respectively. Mark's image of  
schooling snapper taken in Sodwana 

Above: 1st place Silhouettes,  Ellen Cuylaerts, Tarpon lurking on silversides. Below: 2nd place 
Rick Ayrton, Divers on the shot line
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with a Nikon D300 with a Tokina 
fisheye lens. Susannah's image "Eye 
Contact" of a curious stingray was 
taken at Stingray Sandbar, Grand 
Cayman with a Canon 40D, Tokina 
10-17mm lens, ISO 320, 
f/11 @ 1/200th

There were 28 entries and these 
were judged by Nick and Caroline 
Robertson-Brown, who provided 
feedback at the meeting. 

The top six:-
1 Nicholas More
2 Mark Pickford
3 Susannah 
            Snowden-Smith
4 Laura Storm
5 Dave Peake
6 Joe Daniels

Nicholas More
Taken in January this year on a trip 
led by Alex Mustard. Conditions 
were overcast and so light was in short 
supply. This was an ideal opportunity 
to shoot some slow shutter speed, 
panning images of the sharks.

Mark Pickford
This picture was taken at Sodwana 
bay, South Africa in September 2015. 
I only managed 2 dives a day, which 
is standard, but it's definitely worth the 
effort to go there because the coast is 
beautiful and the diving is different in 

so many ways, including the exciting 
RIB entry through a rolling surf. One 
of my favourite dive sites there is 
Mellow Yellow, named after a huge 
school of resident yellow snapper. 
They are very impressive and the 
photographic opportunity is enhanced 
by the presence of many red snapper 
too, a great colour combination. They 
are relaxed about divers getting close 
and were mesmerising. I used the 
camera rotation/blur to give a greater 
dynamism to the shot and I liked the 
way it turned out with the red snapper 
featuring so strongly in the centre.

Sussanah H. Snowden-Smith
I've been to Stingray Sandbar to 
photograph on numerous occasions; 
each time I push myself to come up 
with a new way to capture images of 
the rays. This particular trip was in the 
morning. I knew the rays would be 
a little shadowy in the slanting early 
sun so I brought my strobes for a pop 
of fill light. The boat operators at the 
Sandbar bring bits of squid to draw 
in the rays. I knew that when the rays 
come in, they will sometimes cruise 
close to the surface; I decided that 
was the shot I wanted. I didn't want 
other customers’ feet in my shot so I 
moved away from people, positioning 
myself in waist-deep water between 
the squid and the boat, and waited. 
As this ray approached, I followed it 
through my viewfinder, photographing 
it when it looked into my dome port.

Above: Wide angle: 1st place, Nick More, Carribbean Reef Shark. Below: 2nd place, Mark 
Pickford's Yellow Snapper with Red Snapper
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AUGUST
CLOSE UP 

Congratulations to John Parker 
who won with an image of a back lit 
Paddle Flap Rhinopias taken in Bali.
Congratulations also to Nick 
Robertson-Brown and Mark 
Pickford who came second and third 
respectively. Nick's image shows a 
juvenile batfish. Mark's image is of a 
juvenile squid at night.

The competition was judged by 
Anthony Holley who presented the 
results at the meeting.

John Parker
Taken in Bali close to Scuba Seraya/
Tulamben, I spent most of the dive 

with the dive guide (who kindly aimed 
my snoot for me) trying to get a good 
back lit shot of the Rhinopias. I took 
maybe 30 to 40 frames but needed 
a bit of work in Lightroom to spot 
remove backscatter which can be 
problematic when using back lighting. 
Nikon D7200 in an Aquatica housing, 
60mm Nikon lens, one Inon Z240 
with a Rectra LSD snoot to provide 
the backlighting and one Inon Z240 
on the very lowest setting to provide a 
little bit of light to the front.
 
1/320th at F16 ISO 100.

Nick Robertson-Brown
Taken on a night dive in Ambon, this 
juvenile batfish was circling quickly 
in an overhang, and so whilst I could 

Above: Wide angle 3rd place, Eye Contact by Susannah Snowden-Smith 

Below: Close-up 1st  place, Paddle Flap Rhinopias by John Parker 

not get the whole outline in the frame 
(which I would have preferred), I still 
loved the shot when I saw the 
blue eye.
 
Taken with a Nikon D700, Sealux 
housing, 105mm lens, two Inon
 Z-240 strobes

Mark Pickford
This juvenile squid was photographed 
recently in Lembeh at night, from 
below, whilst hunting at the water's 
surface. The shot was very difficult 
to take because of interference from 

exhaled bubbles. Nikon D300, Subal, 
60mm macro lens, single strobe with 
spherical diffuser. 

The top six:-
1 John Parker
2 Nick Robertson-Brown
3 Mark Pickford
4 David Alpert
5 Paul Colley
6 Alex Tattersall
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Helston   -   Cornwall   -   UK         01326 563834           

2020VISION is the latest development from the company that started the rebreather revolution

DISCOVER YOUR INSPIRATION
APDIVING.COM/2020

2020VISION features bluetooth upload & download, a kevlar-reinforced cable and huge dive-log capacity 
- up to 3,000 dives. There are  a variety of diver-selectable colour themes to suit eye-sight and 
individual preference and Custom Theme software which allows you to customise the display 

by creating your own colour designs

The 2020VISION Colour Display is an ultra-bright, high resolution, full colour display delivering 
real-time rebreather status and deco information direct from the INSPIRATION’s unique dual controllers 

2020VISION
NEW FROM AP DIVING

WITH

THE INSPIRATION CLOSED CIRCUIT REBREATHER

Above: Close-up 2nd place, Juvenile Batfish by Nick Robertson-Brown, . 
Below: 3rd place, Juvenile Squid by Mark Pickford, 



BSoUP in focus • 57Winter 201656 • FOCUS ON COMPETITIONS

SEPTEMBER
UNDERWATER EXCELLENCE

Congratulations to the winner, 
Nicholas More.  Nick won a cash 
prize of £250 courtesy of Divequest. 
His portfolio comprised a Caribbean 
Reef Shark; a Porcelain Crab and a 
shoal of White Mouth Jacks taken at 
Roca Partida, Socorro Islands.

Congratulations also to Mark 
Drayton and Phil Medcalf who 
came second and third respectively.

The competition was judged by 
Paul Duxfield whose comments 
were presented on his behalf at the 
meeting.

The top six:-
1 Nicolas More
2 Mark Drayton
3 Phil Medcalf
4 Susannah 
            Snowden-Smith
5 David Alpert
6 Mark Pickford

Nicholas More
 
Shark Speed This image was taken 
in Nassau, Bahamas at Stuart Coves 
dive centre, whilst on an Alex Mustard 
shark photography workshop. I used a 
slow shutter speed, panning technique 
to capture a portrait of the Caribbean 

Reef sharks, not only showing their 
immense beauty but also trying to 
capture their speed and grace in the 
water. Taken using a Nikon D7200;  
Tokina 10-17 @ 10mm. f18 1/8th 
ISO 400. Nauticam Housing and twin 
Inon Z240 strobes.

Porcelain Crab The porcelain crab 
is a very common 'critter' in Indonesian 
waters, however they remain at the 
top of my favourites list. I love their 
interactions with the other resident 
clownfish and shrimps on the host 
anemone. This image was taken in 
Manado using a Nikon D7200 & 
Nikon 105VR, ISO 200 f25 1/320th. 
Nauticam housing & single Sea & Sea 
YS-D1 strobe on full power. I was able 
to position my strobe, to backlight the 
relaxed, feeding crab through the skirt 
of the anemone, as it swayed in the 
very strong current.

Jack Surge This image was taken at 
Roca Partida, Socorro Islands, Mexico. 
There was a huge amount of swell 
on the day, creating amazing surface 
patterns. I set my exposure and waited 
in the surge for 'something' to swim by. 
Luckily, this shoal of white mouth jacks 
came into the frame in a very pleasing 
cascade formation. Nikon D7100 
& Nikon 10.5. Nauticam housing & 
twin Inon Z240 strobes. f11 1/100th 
ISO200.

Mark Drayton 

Oceanic White Tip. Taken on one 
of Alex Mustard’s “Whitetips and 
Wonders” workshops to the Southern 
Red Sea. I was struggling with a 
lot of problems with equalisation 
on this shallow dive which made 
concentration on the photography 
difficult. However we were blessed 
with many passes by these wonderful 
creatures and I was pleased to be able 
to get into position to catch a sunburst 
shot at the right moment as the shark 
and its retinue passed close overhead. 
I think the strobe lighting worked 
well as opposed to the alternative of 
aiming for a silhouette. I gave the 
image a high contrast treatment in 
Silver Effex Pro to increase the impact 
that the drama deserved.

Twin-Stripe Crinoid Shrimp. 
Taken in Lembeh using a Nikon 
105mm macro lens and a +5 SubSee 
diopter. I liked the out of focus context 
of the shrimp in its Crinoid home. I 
thought the side lighting worked quite 
well against a dark background.

Grey Seal. Taken only shortly before 
the competition close date in Gannets 
Bay, Lundy Island. We had been blown 
out of Gannets Bay the previous day 
(BIUPC day) so were pleased to have 
great weather and lots of friendly 
interaction on this occasion. Taken at 
the surface with a Tokina Fisheye, the 
seal was literally touching my 210mm 

dome so I was grateful for the lens’ 
close focus abilities. The framing had 
to be done “blind” with a slightly 
unconventional approach to an under-
over. Several of the series of shots did 
include an eye, but I preferred the 
symmetry of this one with the open 
nostrils just breaking the surface. A 
fun but perhaps photographically risky 
shot.

Phil Medcalf 

The long-nosed hawkfish was 
taken on Mola's Wreck near Manado 
Indonesia. The bushes of black coral 
on this wreck seem to be a guaranteed 
spot to find long-nosed hawkfish 
and this one was very cooperative. I 
used an Olympus EPL-3 fitted with a 
Panasonic 45mm macro lens and a 
Inon UCL165 dioptre. The camera set 
on ISO200 1/160 at f14. The wreck 
is quite deep and this combined with 
fast shutter speed and nice positioning 
by the hawkfish made for a nice black 
background.

Squat lobster This shot was taken 
on a night dive in Indonesia at 
Lembeh Resort's house reef. There 
were lots of these squat lobsters in the 
nooks and crannies of barrel sponges. 
I took the shot with an Olympus EPL-3 
fitted with a Panasonic 45mm macro 
lens and a Subsee +10 dioptre. The 
camera settings were ISO200 1/80 
at f/10. I tend to often shoot macro 
with a large aperture than traditional 
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Nick More's Underwater Excellence winning portfolio of Caribbean Reef Shark, Porcelain Crab and 
a Shoal of White Mouth Jacks
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2nd place, Mark Drayton's Underwater Excellence portfolio comprising a Twin-strip Crinoid Shrimp 
(left), Oceanic White Tip Shark and a Grey Seal
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because of interest that shallower 
depth of field can add to a macro 
image. Often it means that a key part 
of a picture ends up out of focus but 
sometimes as in this case you get a 
perfectly focused eye and the shot 
looks great.

The Stern of the Kingston in the 
Red Sea was taken using an Olympus 

OMD EM10 MkII with an Olympus 
8mm fisheye lens. The settings were 
ISO 200 1/100sec at f10. The diver 
in the shot is my wife Anne. This was 
near the end of a dive when we came 
back to the stern after everyone else 
in our group had moved away. I was 
pleased with how intact the fan coral 
was on such a shallow and well known 
wreck.

3rd place, Phil Medcalf's Underwater Excellence portfolio comprising of a Squat Lobster, Long Nosed 
Hawk Fish (left) and diver on stern of the Kingston
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Best of British 
winning 
portfolio by 
Kirsty Andrews

OCTOBER
BEST OF BRITISH PORTFOLIO

Congratulations to Kirsty Andrews 
who was the winner of this year's Best 
of British Portfolio with images of a 
Blue shark taken in Cornwall, Jewel 
Anemones with an Amphipod taken 
in the Scilly Isles and a Fireworks 
Anemone and Crab in Loch Duich, 
Scotland.

Congratulations also to Robert 
Bailey and Paul Colley who came 
second and third respectively. Rob's 
images were of the Wreck of the Glen 
Strathallan, an Angler fish on the 
Wreck of the James Egan Layne and 
an Amphipod in Lochcarron. Paul's 
images were of Grayling and Brown 
Trout.

There were 19 portfolios entered. 
The competition was judged by Matt 
Doggett.

The top six:-
1 Kirsty Andrews
2 Robert Bailey
3 Paul Colley
4 Spencer Burrows
5 Jason Gregory
6 Cathy Lewis

Kirsty Andrews 
Blue in the Blue -  a Blue shark and 
sun rays.  Taken in Penzance, blue 

sharks are stunning summer visitors 
to UK shores and snorkelling with 
them is exciting and wonderful. On a 
calm day the sun’s rays cut through 
the water and as well as showing the 
beautiful reflected shark I wanted to 
give a feel for the vast depths of clear 
water beneath her. Nikon D7200, 
Tokina 10-17mm lens, f10, 1/320th, 
ISO640

Jewel dweller  Isles of Scilly
An amphipod camouflaged in jewel 
anemones. Jewel anemones make 
me think of princesses with their pretty 
pastels and colourful coronets. I didn’t 
notice the little amphipods living inside 
at first; smaller than a pinhead, they 
looked like grey dots to the naked eye. 
When I looked at my photos onscreen 
they were everywhere, so I had 
another go and captured this one, 
waving cheekily at the camera.

Nikon D7200, 105mm lens, f11, 
1/320th, ISO200

Fireworks crab Loch Duich.
Fireworks anemone and harbour 
crab. I was ascending at the end of 
a dive in silty but spectacular Loch 
Duich in Western Scotland when I 
spotted this pair. There seemed to 
be a close relationship between the 
crab and anemone, which caught my 
eye. I had time to take just one shot 
before heading back to the surface. 
Nikon D7200, Sigma 17-70mm lens 
@17mm, f18, 1/60th, ISO320
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2nd place, Robert Bailey, 
Best of British portfolio 



68 • BSoUP in focus

3rd place, 
Paul Colley, 
Best of British 
portfolio 

2nd Rob Bailey
 
Wreck of the Glen Strathallan 
Plymouth Sound. This shot shows a 
small school of Bib encircling the 
boilers on the wreck. When there are 
groups of fish, I find it best to try and 
create some sense of order out of 
the chaos, and the fish in this form a 
nice line through the picture. Being 
able to shoot balanced wide angle in 
clear water is not common in the UK, 
as the water often suffers from poor 
visibility, thankfully the conditions were 
perfect when this picture was taken. I 
was happy to be able to create even 
lighting throughout the frame.
Nikon D300 – Tokina 10-17mm Lens 
f11 1/100 @ISO 500

Anglerfish Wreck of the James 
Eagan Layne. Anglerfish, (often 
referred to on restaurant menus as 
Monkfish) are bottom dwellers, and 
have unique fishing rods which they 
move around to entice prey.  When 
close enough they open their mouths 
in a flash creating a deadly vacuum 
which then sucks the fish in. This 
individual was perched on a piece of 
wreckage off the bottom, and was in a 
perfect position to be photographed. 
Nikon D300 – Tokina 10-17 mm f22 
1/320 @ ISO 500

Amphipod
Lochcarron, Scotland
This is a very tiny, and beautiful 
crustacean, maybe 5mm across. These 

frenetic little creatures dart around in 
the water like flies on a warm sunny 
day. To capture the character of these 
small subjects requires a high level of 
magnification, which means you must 
hold the camera perfectly still; not 
an easy task underwater whilst in a 
current. These creatures can often be 
found perched on Dead Man’s fingers. 
Like a kid with a microscope, it’s 
lovely to discover the ornate markings 
not immediately obvious to the human 
eye.  Nikon D300, Nikon 105 mm VR, 
Nauticam SMC dioptre f22 
1/320 ISO 200

3rd Paul Colley
All taken using a home-built 
underwater housing and remote 
control system.

Grayling and Brown Trout 
fighting on the river Anton at 
Goodworth Clatford, Hampshire. I 
believe that this is the first time this 
kind of inter-species fighting has ever 
been caught on camera. Nikon D4 
with Sigma 15mm. 1/320s at f8. 
Natural light

Grayling on the river Anton at 
Goodworth Clatford, Hampshire. 
Nikon D4 with Nikor 16-35mm. 
1/500s at f11. Natural light.

Brown Trout on the river Test at 
Whitchurch Silk Mill, Hampshire. 
Nikon D4 with Sigma 15mm. 1/160s 
at f9 with twin Inon Z-240s
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Underwater Macro Photography  
Minimising Our Environmental Impact
by Dr Alex Tattersall

Digital underwater photography is still in its infancy yet in tandem with the 
exponential advances in social media across all generations, the wealth 
of impressive underwater images is now breath-taking. By signing up to 

some of the numerous UW photography groups on social media networks, very 
quickly you will be exposed to a seemingly endless stream of simply stunning 
imagery. Furthermore, one needs only to follow the development of UW 
competition winning images over the last ten years to appreciate how far the art 
has come in such a relatively short time in the digital age.

Unfortunately, this makes creating original and innovative imagery an increasing 
challenge, and in our small, obsessive world where many people want to 
develop a stand-out profile to self-promote and perhaps build an income 
stream, the challenges are obvious. If money is no object (or they are assigned 
on a professional budget), photographers can travel to relatively unchartered 
territories to find rarely photographed species in unusual topographic locations. 
Others choose to take their cameras deeper for new and interesting scientific 
revelations and fauna encounters. Most of us though will look to capture 
unusual behaviours or new perspectives on frequently photographed species 
which may provide stand out images to gain kudos and notoriety among our 
peers. 

Anyone who has travelled to some of the world’s macro hotspots cannot fail to 
notice the ‘chopstick’ culture that has become the norm wherein small macro 
subjects are corralled and positioned into more photogenic poses and locations 
in order to produce more attractive photos. Subjects are herded into couples/
triplets/cross species encounters, or even towards potential predators in order to 
present behavioural situations that will earn their photographer the competition 
prizes, respect or notoriety they crave. 

Note:  Well I must say here that I have also been involved in such practices 
which at the time seemed to be the norm and a part of my earlier portfolio 
can be attributed to such critter manipulation. It is important also to note that I 
was largely driven through aspiration to replicate the successful images of my 
seniors, many of which had been achieved through similar practice. I was also 

admittedly driven to producing original shots to build my own industry profile. 

The issue of drawing the line with critter manipulation is an ethical dilemma and 
each photographer will be guided by his or her own evolving personal code of 
ethics. Ethics are generally formed around norms, peer behaviour and opinion, 
and respected spheres of influence. However, it seems that as the wealth of 
amazing imagery increases, we are seeing some photographers resort to 
more and more extreme measures in their quest for originality. The good news 
movement in the UW world is now gaining momentum against such practice 
and spheres of influence such as respected photographers, resort owners, dive 
guides, competition organisers and magazine editors are being lobbied to assist 
in policing dubious practice. 

Fashions change of course as to what is understood as acceptable and 
unacceptable practice. It was not long ago that we saw series after series of 
benthic octopi being photographed from below parachuting out of the water 
column. One such image won a prestigious competition, setting the trend for a 
multitude of imitators. Learning and aspiring photographers see winning images 
and want to emulate them. If the ethical practice of how the winning images 
were shot is seen as the norm, as key influencers, competition organisers, 
judges and winning competitors are perhaps inadvertently setting up the next 
generation of photographers for ecological failure. The same is true, if not more 
so, for the increasing number of UW photo workshop leaders whose images 
inspire and whose techniques and practice educate.

Having been involved quite heavily in the debate of critter manipulating, 
during my most recent workshop trip to Dumaguete, Philippines, I consciously 
put aside my ‘bothering rod’, using it only to stabilise myself and turned my 
attention to photographic techniques rather than critter manipulation to attempt 
to produce a portfolio of original and interesting images. I’d like to share 
some of these here with you now to give ideas of how to minimise our impact 
as photographers on our environment (addendum- having sat down to pull 
together images, I realise that some of the images from previous Lembeh and 
Puerto Galera trips demonstrate the techniques equally well).

1. Backgrounds

The beauty of the UW macro world is that even in the most hardcore of muck 
sites, there are outcrops of beauty which can be used as attractive negative 
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space. Something as simple as a seapen, urchin or a crinoid can play host to 
numerous fascinating subjects. Many of these backgrounds do not respond well 
to being chopsticked, polyps retracting, crinoid arms waving or urchins fleeing, 
therefore far better images can come from a hands-off, gentle and careful 
approach.

An example is the triplefin goby. These skittish subjects have a habit of flitting 
away and then returning to the same place of rest. Some choose bare and 
unattractive rock, others choose more photogenic backgrounds. Fish such as 
these are skittish at first but become used to relaxed diver presence after time. A 
long macro lens is invaluable however, and a chopstick will have an undesired 
affect on this species (i.e. it will swim away rapidly).

The triplefin goby was ubiquitous in Dumaguete and the numerous specimens 
came to rest in a variety of places. The blue tunicates proved to be a much nicer 
background than the rocky outcrops.

In this second image, frogfish big and small were everywhere in Dumaguete. 
This very attractive yellow juvenile was much more reflective than the dark, 
volcanic substrate. Behind, a slice of mango peel had been thrown from 
the boat and was being eaten by a spikey, black urchin. This mango colour 
complimented the frogfish and offered an interesting background. Again, no 
chopsticks required.

Crinoids can make the most wonderful of textured and patterned negative space 
and play host to some fascinating creatures. As soon as the crinoid is disturbed, 
its movements will make capturing a good shot far more onerous, the best shots 
will almost inevitably come as a result of zero physical contact with either crinoid 
or critter.
 

Nikon D7200, Nauticam housing, 105mm VR, SMC, F29, 1/200, ISO 320.

Canon G7X, Nauticam CMC, F11, 1/200, ISO 200.

Nikon D7200, Nauticam housing, 105mm VR, F11, 1/200, ISO 320



74 • BSoUP in focus BSoUP in focus • 75Winter 2016

Having a small sized compact camera in this case was a major advantage for 
approaching and framing this usually skittish subject. Minimising contact with 
the host critter makes life so much easier for the photographer.

So begin your search for these backgrounds, know they are there and exploit the 
photo opportunities they offer passively and the rewards will come to you.

2. Magnification

If an interesting subject is framed against an unattractive background, a strategy 
to eliminate this is to use high magnification. This will have the effect of either 
filling the frame with the features of your subject, or creating a narrower depth 
of field that will effectively blur out any unattractive rock or substrate negative 
space. The first example is the Christmas Tree Worm. This is a subject, I’m sure 
you know, that will retract rapidly into its hole should it feel excessive vibration 
in the water column. Chopsticks are of no use here! It is therefore a very good 
subject to hone photography skills, to move gently with controlled breathing, 
to demonstrate good buoyancy and to be very gentle in approach. Once these 
skills are finely tuned, you will find that you become a far more effective macro 
photographer, subjects will be less intimidated by your presence and will be 
more welcoming of your advances. 

Tigershrimp seem to be 
very much an ‘en vogue’ 
subject currently but we 
see these more and more 
photographed perched 
beautifully atop seemingly 
unnatural but stunningly 
contrasting backgrounds 
such as blue tunicates 
against a black water 
column. We also see 
them photographed flying 
through the water column 
with eggs in their abdomen. 
I have only rarely seen a 
tiger shrimp and it was 
neither perched on a blue 
tunicate (as if it were fully 
aware of the colour wheel 
and how nicely orange 
can contrast with blue), 
nor free-swimming in the 
water column.  When I have 
seen them, they have, like 
boxer (pom-pom) crabs and 
harlequin shrimp, been on 
a sandy or rocky substrate. 
Rather than corral them into 
position with a chopstick, try increasing magnification as in the image here 
which blurs the background and still offers an impressive image.

The hairy squat lobster usually sits quite inaccessibly in the folds of large barrel 
sponges, not easy to approach and certainly not easy to introduce strobe light 
as the barrel sponge folds often block this. With supermacro diopters and a 
very steady approach, if you choose the right non-skittish subject (a player as 
we call them), magnification can produce an interesting image while avoiding 
unattractive negative space.

For all these shots, the technique is in the approach. Set up your strobe output 

Tiger Shrimp on natural background Nikon D7200, 
105mm VR, Nauticam SMC, F29,1/200, ISO 320.

Nikon D7200, Nauticam, 105mm VR, Nauticam SMC, F29, 1/200, ISO 320.
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prior to approaching the animal using a similarly reflective coloured surface. 
Consider your desired depth of field before making the approach. Set the 
camera to rear button focus and focus on a rock beforehand. Approach with 
very little exhalation of bubbles, carefully, slowly and smoothly. If the critter 
decides it doesn’t want you in its comfort zone, just let it go and find a more 
cooperative specimen. Above all, respect and look in wonder at the animal and 
avoid prodding it back into an accessible place with a steel rod.

3. Lighting techniques – inward lighting, snoot lighting

As photographers, we have the ability to light what we choose to light. My first 
example is not the most amazing of shots but demonstrates the effectiveness 
of inward lighting.  A lovely pink seahorse was curled around a seapen in a 
sandy dip on the ocean floor during a high current dive. I took a couple of shots 
and quickly realised the sandy background was distracting (you can see this in 
the image below). In order to isolate the seahorse from the sandy background 
without interfering with the subject, I turned the strobes inwards pointing them 
towards the camera and tried again. The result was a subtly lit seahorse with no 
distracting background. There was no need to move the seahorse into a better 
position, simply through a more controlled strobe position, I was able to get the 
shot I wanted with no physical disturbance of the subject.

Snoots and focused light are an excellent way of removing unattractive 
backgrounds and seem to have little effect on many species of marine life 
if used with care and attention. If you are shooting alone, the ideal practice 
I’ve found (with some early guidance from Alex M I should mention) is to find 
a subject and then consider the size/power/definition of the light I want to 
produce. If the snoot or light shaping device has options of light point size, 
I can make this decision early. I will then find a rock or patch of similar size 

Hairy Squat Lobster Detail 
Nikon D7200, Nauticam, 105mm VR, Nauticam SMC, F29,1/200, ISO 320.

Pink seahorse and distracting background –
Nikon D7200, Nauticam, 105mm VR, F22, 1/200, ISO 320.

Pink seahorse with inward lighting –
Nikon D7200, Nauticam, 105mm VR, F22, 1/200, ISO 320.
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and reflective property/colour to the subject in order to set up the shot before 
approaching the critter. With the snoot attached to a strobe on two long arm (1x 
300mm and 1x 200mm usually) segments on the left side of the housing, I can 
physically move the light into position, pull the focus using the rear lever and 
practice a couple of shots. If the light point is too large or too powerful/weak, I 
can make these adjustments before approaching the subject. 

Once set up in this way, I tighten all the clamps on the arm so the arm is rigid 
and then make my approach. Once the subject falls into focus, I know that 
the light is in approximately the right position; a few minor adjustments and 
the light can be placed where I want it. Some devices use the strobe’s spotting 
light as a useful aiming tool, others recently have developed a red laser pointer 
(visible even during the day – very useful). Through lack of understanding as to 
the effects of laser pointer light on critters’ eyes, I set the laser to be a couple 
of millimetres away from the subject itself although I may have been worrying 
unnecessarily. The result of careful light placement is that you can take original 
and beautiful images with minimal impact to the marine environment

Zebra crabs, as I’ve seen, move around the urchin quite actively and seem to 
feed off the urchin’s waste product among other things. Poking these special 
subjects with a pointer stick will cause them to bed down or scurry away and 

the fire urchin will also usually start moving at considerable speed away from 
perceived threat. Contact again is undesirable. The snoot light allowed focus on 
the crab’s carapace and highlighted the colours of the fire urchin trails.

These older images of seapen polyps in Sogod Bay, the Philippines, demonstrate 
how a directed light source can take a subject and make it into something 
special. 

Zebra crab on a fire urchin 
Nikon D7200, Nauticam, 105mm VR, F22, 1/200, ISO 320, 10 bar laser snoot

Sea Pen Polyps  Nikon D7200, Nauticam, 105mm VR, F22, 1/200, ISO 320.

Sea Pen Polyps - Nikon D7200, Nauticam, 105mm VR, F22, 1/200, ISO 320, Retra LSD prime.
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These are an older sequence of photos but I think they demonstrate the 
effectiveness of targeted light in removing unappealing backgrounds and 
producing stand-out images. No need for a pokey stick here either, the polyps 
would certainly retract into the seapen if touched.

4. Naturally occurring behaviours

Animals do things, don’t they? They eat, sleep, spawn, yawn, fight, even 
flirt. These behaviours make for amazing and outstanding photos. In the 
recent debates about critter manipulation, concern was repeatedly expressed 
about what happens if a one in a million behavioural sequence occurs and 
competition judges deem it to be manipulated or a social media witch hunt 
ensues. 

This is a very real issue currently and it is certainly not our intention to en-
courage that we ‘throw the 
baby out with the bathwater’, 
as we say in colloquial English. 
Anyone capturing unique 
and amazing behaviour 
would surely stand firm in 
their knowledge and not fear 
reprimand from their peers. I 
know I certainly would. Many 
behaviours, though, cannot be 
manipulated and are indeed 
sometimes actually easier to 
capture as the subjects are 
distracted by their activity. 

Here I was trying to capture 
behaviours that could under no 
circumstances be attributed to 
chopstick interference.

This image demonstrates the importance of approach. With the camera and 
lens combination I was using, working distance was much less than it would 
have been with the 105mm macro lens on the DSLR. Having setup for the shot 
with all strobe and camera settings tested on a benign surface, I was able to use 
a very slow and steady approach to this small cardinalfish. Each time it seemed 
it would swim away, I stopped and moved back slightly as it became more and 
more comfortable with my presence. The animal always had the option to swim 
away and the shots I took were very limited.

Courting cardinalfish,  Nikon D7200, 
Nauticam, 105mm VR, F22, 1/200, 
ISO 320, Inon Z240 strobes pushed 
forwards on long arms.

Mouth-brooding cardinalfish Olympus EM10ii, 14-42 EZ lens and Nauticam CMC-2.

Battling scorpionfish Nikon D7200, Nauticam, 105mm VR, F22, 1/200, ISO 320 
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A commotion in the weeds and suddenly I saw this epic battle going on between 
two very small scorpionfish. The battle continued for 15 minutes and both 
animals were seemingly oblivious to my presence. Natural behaviour with no 
intervention from the photographer.

25 minutes with this lovely sea snake, every 5 minutes or so she would go to the 
surface to breathe. At first she seemed wary but then let me follow her up each 
time for that magical reflective moment. 

5. Depth of field and blur

At the fingertips of any photographer (with a camera which allows manual 
settings) is the ability to open the aperture and blur distracting surroundings. 
Blurred areas are rendered stylistically differently depending on the main lens 

and supplementary wet dioptre make-
up. Rather than move a critter into a 
more photogenic setting, we have the 
option of using blur to our advantage, 
effectively making the subject pop out 
of the image.

All too often we see Blue Ring Octopi 
isolated against the water column in 
unnatural seeming locations. Try using 
shallow depth of field to isolate the 
critter in its natural environment.

This juvenile filefish was hiding in an unattractive setting. Simply by reducing 

depth of field by increasing aperture size, I was able to blur the background to 
a uniform sandy colour which resulted in a complementary colour to the other 

 Breathing banded seasnake - Nikon D7200, Nauticam, Tokina 10-17mm, 140mm glass dome, F22, 

1/200, ISO 320

Blue Ring Octopus –
Nikon D7200, Nauticam, 
105mm VR, F7.1, 1/200, ISO 100 

Filefish Nikon D7100, Nauticam housing, 
105mm VR, 1st F22, 1/200, ISO 320, 2nd F5.6, 1/200, ISO 100.
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features in the image. No manipulation of subject position required.

Be aware of course that opening the camera aperture and not reducing ISO 
requires a decrease in your strobe light output to keep the same exposure. 
When using such shallow depth of field and open aperture, flash power is 
usually nearly minimum. Strobe effect on critters will often come up in the 
debate regarding affecting our environment so minimising output may cause 
fewer disturbances. The only methodical empirical testing study I have seen is 
that of David Harasti with seahorses which doubts negative effect on the subjects 
tested. As sensitive photographers though, we all surely know when a subject 
has had enough of us and our activity, most of you must have felt this and I trust 
responded appropriately.

6. Placing backgrounds

Once upon a time, a number of beautiful nudibranchs were relocated to 
an underwater studio which showed the animals impressively set against 

white backgrounds. This series of photos was quite ground-breaking at the 
time and was widely published and high profile. This unfortunately made 
it seminal in numerous mimicry projects. We have touched earlier on how 
accepted practice changes over time but I think this demonstrates the 

Photo courtesy of Sasha Janson
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admittedly done myself in the quest for more outstanding images.
Backgrounds, mirrors, mats can be used responsibly to produce good images 
but can also be used carelessly to the detriment of the welfare of the marine 

Nauticam NA-D7200, 105mm VR, Noodilab Moby, F29, 1/200, ISO 320, 
Framed against the sandy beige background.

Nauticam NA-D7200, 105mm VR, Noodilab Moby, F29, 1/200, ISO 320, Framed against the a 
black dioptre background.

importance of role models and successful imagery in forming the next 
generation of photographers. In the quest for originality and renown, 
photographers think up more creative methods, with greater or lesser impact on 
the environment and the subject. It is possible though to present a critter against 
an alternative background with minimal impact to the environment. Here I have 
taken a simple dive slate and placed it behind the subjects.

Gently placing the white slate behind the subjects allows separation with 
minimal interference.

This flabellina nudibranch detail framed against white makes an interesting hi-
key image without the need for any contact with the subject.

Dumaguete proved to be a real hotbed for the curiously macabre skeleton 
shrimp and during our visit they were absolutely everywhere, many of them 
with young clinging on to their backs. Testing the new Noodilab Moby dioptre 
prototype, I took several shots of an individual with young against the sandy 
substrate. After a short while, I considered whether the impact of a black 
background would make for a stronger image and so unscrewed and gently 
placed another wet dioptre I had on my dual flip holder just behind the subject. 
The images show the difference. I didn’t need to lift the subject into the water 
column to obtain the black background, a practice I’ve seen frequently and 

Nauticam NA-D7200, 105mm VR, SMC, F22, 1/200, ISO 320, with white slate. 
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environment. As people want to mimic certain photo styles, being transparent 
with the way the images have been produced seems to be the best hope to 
prevent abuse and misuse.

It is my hope that the above six ideas will find their way into many of your 
photographic toolkits and consciousness when you are ‘in the zone’ with 
your camera in hand and presented with a subject. I intend to continue and 
develop this article as new ideas are shared in the UW photo community. The 
ideas presented above were not formed in a vacuum, they were developed 
from experiences and sharing of ideas with other passionate members of our 
community. Much of the inspiration for this article comes from the comments 
made by divers and UW photographers in our online petition for change in UW 
macro photo practice. You can find this here and you are very welcome to add 
any ideas you think would be helpful and browse the comments of others.

www.change.org/p/competition-organisers-more-ethics-in-uw-photography/c

To conclude, we all have in common a love for the marine environment and 
being immersed in this watery world. As UW photographers, we have already 
developed a poor reputation among non-photographic divers for our single 
mindedness (and sometimes recklessness) when behind the camera and in some 
cases demonstrations of perceived entitlement over others. Our interaction with 
the marine environment is less passive than non-photographic divers and we 
collectively need to be aware of this. However, as one poignant comment on the 
petition above points out, it is far easier to be tolerant of one’s own behaviour 
than the behaviour of others, so change unequivocally needs to start with 
ourselves.

It is a very human desire to stand out, to be counted and to be respected by 
our peers. It is also unfortunately very human to want to amass pecuniary 
reward and indeed a survival requirement for many of us. However, it seems 
that ambition and the quest for photographic originality, kudos and status in our 
community is making many of us lose sight of why we original fell in love with 
the aquatic environment in the first place. 

Crazy about 
underwater photography?

So are we... 

Opening times:
Weekdays: 10am-7pm 
Sat: 10am-5pm
Sun: 11am-5pm

Address:
11-14 Northumberland Ave
London, WC2N 5AQ
Underground: Embankment

Contact:
Phone: 020 7930 5051
info@oceanleisurecameras.com
www.oceanleisurecameras.com



Confessions 
of a Photo Pro 
By Gill Mcdonald

Dave was still hauling himself, 
along with half the Celebes 
Sea, up the dive ladder when, 

wearing a huge smile, he punched the 
air shouting ‘YES!!!!!!!” 

Back home in Shrewsbury, Dave is 
a property lawyer. An important job 
as I’m sure we all respect, but not 
involving a great deal of air punching. 
Here, he had just spent half an hour at 
10m on the bountiful coastal dive site 
BMJ, working with a pale beige whip 
coral shrimp the size of a paperclip, 
and he appeared to be absolutely 
over the moon. We wouldn’t know for 
sure until we headed home for part 
three of his full day workshop, post 
processing, but he was very excited.

Underwater photography can do that 
to you.

The evening before, in the jetty bar, 
Dave and his fellow guests had 
enjoyed the short presentation I show 
to all new arrivals.

Using my own photos, I offer a taste 
of what lies ahead in the spectacular, 
worldclass diving wonderland of 
Bunaken National Park, on our very 

doorstep and just visible behind me 
in the fading pink and orange glow 
of a gorgeous sunset. Look closely 
at that bubble coral on one of the 
coastal reef sites and you may see an 
orangutan crab; cuttlefish often hang 
out in the seagrass on the excellent 
house reefs. Peer under overhangs 
on the beautiful Bunaken walls and 
perhaps a turtle will be sleeping. I also 
explain how, as the resident photo 
pro, I run a range of courses designed 
to make the very most of their own 
photography, regardless of level or 
equipment.

The vast majority of people really 
enjoy the show and interact very 
positively; oohing, ahhing and 
getting very excited about the next 
day’s diving in one of the best dive 
areas in the world. I also often gain 
enthusiastic clients at this point, so it 
is a win win thing. However, because 
diving attracts everyman, there are 
a few sceptics. “You’ve obviously 
got a really good camera” is the 
most common comment. This is 
also the most irritating! I do have a 
good camera as it happens, but my 
skills and experience in using it are 
what produce the results. “I’ve only 

got a compact camera, I couldn’t 
possibly get pictures like that” is 
another lament. I have learnt to 
mitigate against these naysayers by 
including a few images taken with 
my modest compact setup. I confess, 
the reaction I get when I point these 
out in retrospect gives me devilish 
satisfaction. ‘Path to your negativity, 
here is what you can do if you are pre-
pared to learn’ I inwardly grin.

I very firmly believe that any camera 
system can produce successful results 
underwater, if you learn how to use 
it and work within the limits of your 
equipment. Sure, my main setup is 
a Nikon D7200 SLR with a range 

of lights, lenses and add-ons. But 
for teaching compact users, be they 
beginners or advanced, I always use 
my Canon S110 compact. I show 
people a picture of a tiny octopus half 
in and out of a bottle on the sand with 
the blue sea beyond, or a gorgeous 
black hairy frogfish, and explain they 
were taken at the wonderful coastal 
muck diving site, City Extra, with my 
compact with no flash, no add-ons, 
just like their own setup. This is all 
true; there are no smoke or mirrors 
here.

Most of my clients are charming, 
chilled people. Willing to listen, eager 
to explore ideas and thrilled at the 
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chance to learn and practice in such 
a stunning location. Many just need to 
understand how their kit works ‘wow, 
that button does that? awesome!’, 
or ‘look, I got closer and pointed 
up like you said and just look at this 
nudibranch - I can’t wait to show my 
friends’. 

Being a resort-based, underwater 
photography professional is a strange 
lifestyle. A far cry indeed from the 
corporate banking corridors I used to 
walk in my past London life. There, 
though I met many people, mostly 
they walked very similar paths to me. 
Now, I can meet an airline pilot one 
day and a furniture maker the next. 
One day I am teaching a couple of 
Singaporean actors, the next a chef 

from Edinburgh. My clients range 
from absolute beginners who took 
their camera kit out of the boxes when 
they arrived, to serious amateurs who 
are keen to spend a whole day fully 
mastering their SLR system and move 
their already proficient photography 
on to a higher level.

My goodness, it can be challenging 
dealing with people though. Julie, a 
retired GP from Norwich, was a very 
reluctant student. Her buddy was 
extremely keen and receptive, while 
Julie was dour and unwilling to believe 
I could teach her anything useful. 
Thankfully, the one hour express 
course takes place in the evening, 
in the bar, if you get my drift. She let 
herself be dragged along and despite 



94 • BSoUP in focus BSoUP in focus • 95Winter 2016

questioning virtually every 
nugget, thus turning it into a 
two hour not so express course, 
she returned from diving next 
day with almost a smile on her 
face. The improvement in her 
photos was radical, though she 
refused to admit it.

Then there are the occasional 
freeloaders. ‘So, now you have 
responded to my relentless 
stream of questions about 
macro photography (I haven’t 
given much away, to be 
honest), today tell me all about 
wide-angle’. Well, no. You 
have now solicited my free advice 
several times over. Pay for my course, 
my expertise and experience which I 
have spent 16 years building, right 
back from the days of film. I have 
many answers and ideas for you but 
I am also making a living here and 
my knowledge has a value, just as 
you would not expect a plumber or 
accountant to be instantly available, 
for free.

We are in North Sulawesi, inside the 
perceived Coral Triangle at the very 
top tip of Indonesia, a large and 
diverse nation boasting over 17,000 
islands. If a place was ever tailor-
made for enjoying, and teaching, 
underwater photography, this is it. A 
thriving, kaleidoscope of colour and 
life busies itself about the spectacular 
walls and reefs of Bunaken 

National Park.

Along the coastal area south of 
Manado, still in the park but away 
from the stunning walls, are some 
fantastic critter diving sites like City 
Extra, Gorong Gorong and BMJ. 
Here, there are critters aplenty, from 
hairy frogfish to tiny octopus and 
flamboyant cuttlefish. Recently, I 
was with a student couple who had 
different needs, one rather more 
advanced than the other. We were 
on City Extra, which is a wonderfully 
productive, pure sand muck dive, and 
I took the more advanced wife away a 
little to practice creative lighting on a 
beautiful seahorse, while her husband 
remained with the dive guide, working 
on a brightly coloured nudibranch. 
When we returned, another diver, 
festooned with a substantial camera 
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setup, had ‘adopted’ my student 
and was giving him vigorous hands 
on assistance. The poor guy looked 
completely perplexed and frankly, 
a little traumatised, as she was 
manhandling his camera, changing all 
the settings and directing him to point 
here, there and everywhere. As we 
drifted in she then decided to ‘assist’ 
me. Big mistake, huge. After I politely, 
but very firmly, refused her unsolicited 
‘help’, with a look of sheer effrontery 
she then moved on to my advanced 
student. I won’t dwell on the scene, 
which we had a good laugh about 
in the bar afterwards, but you can 
imagine. I am sure she meant well, but 
her approach was both audacious and 
intrusive and, yes, a little scary. There 
were some new underwater signals 

created that day, and some substantial 
underwater glaring in the mix.

My main goal with beginners is to put 
people in control of their photography 
so they know exactly how to achieve 
repeatable success. In short, to wean 
them off the safety of ‘auto’ and 
‘underwater’ modes, or the program 
mode some guy on a liveaboard 
told them to use, and on to being 
in full, manual control. Underwater 
photography is so hugely accessible 
these days with compact camera 
systems costing a lot less than many 
overseas holidays. Consequently, 
a large number of people head 
underwater armed with a camera 
but no real idea how to use it. They 
return with washed out, or overly 
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pink, out of focus images in an acre 
of cluttered background and become 
very frustrated.

Most people arrive on holiday, accept 
their welcome cocktail (alcoholic or 
not) and sink into their jetty bar chair 
in front of a spectacular sunset with 
absolute relief and joy. How utterly 
wonderful; a couple of weeks away 
from domestic demands. Spectacular, 
warm water diving in one of the most 
famous dive locations in the world, 
exotic surroundings and nothing to do 
but enjoy.

However, I have just worked 9 days 
in a row, have had mostly lovely, 
energising clients but a couple of 
prickly customers and though I 
absolutely love what I do, I need a 
little time out. ‘But Gill, you are on a 
perpetual holiday’ I hear. Well, please 
do not think me churlish, but I am 
not on holiday. I would not change 
my situation right now for the world. I 
rent a superb, stupidly cheap house in 
a lovely, friendly village in a tropical 
paradise. I have world-class diving at 
the end of my road and I no longer 
walk those awful corporate corridors. 
My job is varied and immensely 
rewarding be it a one hour course or 
a full day workshop. I am following 
my passion and I am fortunate indeed. 
But, if I don’t want to spend a 3rd 
consecutive evening in the bar with 
you, if I don’t want to, or haven’t 
got time to, spend every day on the 

boat with you please don’t take it 
personally. I am working here; I have 
other demands and also need time off, 
just like you do.

And what of Dave? When we returned 
to base to conclude his workshop and 
started processing his images, he had 
totally nailed the whip coral shrimp. 
It was pin sharp, perfectly lit and 
well composed. Dave was absolutely 
thrilled and when he returned home 
a couple of days later he framed 
that image and sent me a photo 
of him sitting at his desk beaming 
with it behind him. Now that is job 
satisfaction.

Website: www.gillmcdonald.com

Gill works as the resident photo pro at 
Tasik Ria Resort and Spa in Manado, 
North Sulawesi and with their partner 
resort Dive into Lembeh. Gill has also 
been 2016 Editor of the quarterly 
Scuba Diver Ocean Planet magazine 
out of Singapore, and is a teaching 
status PADI Instructor. Gill’s courses 
range from a one hour express to 
half and full day workshops. Tailor-
made sessions of any duration can be 
arranged by contacting 

gill@gillmcdonald.com
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BSoUP / Diver Print 
Competition   

BSoUP

The annual BSoUP / DIVER Print 
Competition was held at Dive 
2016 at the NEC, Birmingham 

over the weekend of 22-23 October. 
Eighty of the best prints in four 
categories were mounted for display 
and judging by the visiting public.  
This year more than a thousand 
visitors completed voting slips and 
over 3,000 valid votes were counted.

The best of show and winner of 
the Grand Prize was selected by 
an independent panel of judges 
comprising Nigel Eaton, Chief 
Editor of DIVER Magazine, Paul 
Colley and Trevor Rees, both 
authors and underwater photo-
journalists.  The judges also highly 
commended six prints.

Judges' remarks

We thought that there were a good 
number of very worthy entries this 
year and that it is remarkably difficult 
with such a diverse array of subjects 
and techniques to choose a clear 
winner.  This is one reason why we 

award a significant number of highly 
commended images.  Art always 
involves personal taste to some degree 
and therefore subjectivity inevitably 
comes into the final choices.  Each of 
us, experienced judges included, has 
overt and sometimes sub-conscious 
preferences, no matter how objective 
we try to be.

However, we did strive hard for 
objectivity through independent  
initial choices and then rigorous 
discussion about technical and artistic 
merit; the process rightly took time 
commensurate with the effort invested 
by all of the photographers.  And the 
great strength of multiple judges is 
that one sometimes spots something 
that the others have not.  We thus 
eventually settled on a winner that 
we had all favoured somewhere in 
our initial choices and which through 
discussion we all strongly agreed had 
considerable artistic and technical 
merit.

Results - The Judges' Choice

Overall Winner - 
Nick More “Towering Jacks”.  Nick 
was the winner of the Grand Prize of 
a voucher for £750 courtesy of Scuba 
Tours Worldwide towards a holiday in 
the Maldives or Red Sea.

Highly Commended 
Below and following pages: 
Martyn Guess
“Great Hammerhead at night”
Mark Thomas “Corkwing Wrasse”
Dennis Vandermeersch 
“Saltwater Crocodile”
Terry Steeley "Blue Shark head on"
Kirsty Andrews "Yarrell's Blenny".

BSoUP
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Winner - Carole Poletti Runner up - Mark Launchbury

Carole's image of a Pike was taken with an Olympus OMD 
EM5 at Stoney Cove (ISO 200, 1/200s, F4, no strobe). Carole                     
said "I am not usually thrilled by quarry dives but this one 
was very special! My buddy and I went specifically to find and 
photograph some pike and it turned out to be a really (long) 
fun dive with lots of very friendly pike. This one seemed quite 
happy to have me around, and pause for a photograph!"
The print received 27% of the public vote.

Carole won a BSoUP Trophy, a copy of ‘Worlds Best Wildlife 
Dive Sites’ courtesy of Nick and Caroline Robertson-Brown 
plus a voucher from UW Camera Store for a dome diffuser.

Mark's image of cuttlefish was taken using an Olympus OMD 
EM10 with a 14-42mm primary lens and an Inon wet lens 
in a Nauticam housing. The print received 24% of the public 
vote. Mark won a BSoUP Trophy.

The British & Irish category
This category was for underwater photographers who 
had never won a national or international competition.

BSoUP
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Overseas
This category was for underwater photographers who 
had never won a national or international competition.

Winner - David Alpert Runner up - Rebecca Drayton

David's image 'Protezione' was taken with a Canon 5D M111; 
F/9, @1/125sec, ISO 1000, Sigma 15mm Fisheye lens in 
North Carolina. The print received 25% of the public vote. 

David won a BSoUP Trophy, a copy of ‘Secrets Of The Seas’, 
Courtesy of the authors Alex Mustard and Callum Roberts plus 
a voucher from UW Camera Store for a flip snoot.

Rebecca's image was taken with a Sony S6000 with a 10-
17mm lens, ISO160, f9 @1/160.in the Red Sea. The print 
received 23% of the public vote in the Overseas category and 
won a BSoUP Trophy.

BSoUP
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The Advanced British and Irish Category
This category was for underwater photographers who had previously won a 
national or international competition.

Winner - Spencer Burrows Runner up - Nick More

Spencer's image was taken with a Nikon D800 at F9 
@1/160, ISO 160. The print received 20% of the vote in 
the Advanced British & Irish catgeory. Spencer won a BSoUP 
Trophy and Buddy Watcher set courtesy of Buddy Watcher.

Nick's image was taken with a Nikon D500 in the Farne 
Islands. The print received 19% of the vote in the Advanced 
British & Irish category and won a BSoUP Trophy.

BSoUP
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Advanced Overseas
This category was for underwater photographers who had previously won a 
national or international competition.

Winner - Dennis Vandermeersch

Dennis' image was taken with a Nikon 
D810 in a Nauticam housing with twin 
Z240 Inon strobes, to fill in the shade; 
lens sigma 15mm 2.8 fisheye; settings 
ISO 200 f16 @1/160th in Cuba. The 
print recieved 17% of the vote in the 
Advanced Overseas category.

Dennis won a BSoUP Trophy and a 
£250 voucher courtesy of Cameras 
Underwater.

Nick's image of Jacks in the surf was taken with 
a Nikon D7100 with a Tokina 10-17mm lens 
@ 11.5mm. f/11 @ 1/100th ISO 400 in a 
Nauticam housing with two Sea & Sea YS D1 
Strobes. The print received 15% of the vote in 
the Advanced Overseas category and won a 
BSoUP Tophy.

Runner up - Nick More
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