
contact and bring back unique insights into their lives. 

If the back story amounts to nothing more than, “Well, 

I paid to use this hide and the animals came to the 

bait that’s put out every day for them,” people aren’t 

going to be so impressed. This is perhaps why, when 

pictures from established photography sites appear 

in competitions, there is rarely any acknowledgement 

of the person who created the opportunity and made 

the pictures possible. Pushing the button is the least of 

it. It would be easy to dismiss this perspective as élitist, 

as an argument that the only worthwhile pictures are 

those for which the photographer has done all the work 

him or herself. But on the contrary, the way in which 

“bought” pictures are often favoured in competitions 

- intentionally or otherwise - sends out the message 

that if you have the money to buy opportunities, you 

too can have a prize winning picture. The impact and 

subsequent success of these pictures normally owes 

much more to the quality of the opportunity than the 

photographic skill required to secure a winning shot, 

especially now that digital capture has to a large 

extent levelled the technical field. I would like to see 

clear differentiation between “nature photo tourism” 

and “wildlife photography” simply out of fairness to 

the majority of photographers who lack the resources 

or inclination to use paid-for locations. I would love 

for more people to be able to enjoy the amazing 

experiences offered at a bear, or osprey or sea eagle or 

Hey, well done!” I greeted a friend a couple of years 

ago; a photograph of a red squirrel at his bait site 

had just won a national wildlife photo contest. But I’d 

jumped to the wrong conclusion. “Actually, it’s a client’s 

picture,“ he replied without any hint of resentment. 

Photo tourism, after all, is business: the provider does 

the work of establishing a bait site, building the trust 

of the animals and providing a hide; the client pays 

their money to take pictures there. I think if I had only 

four weeks of annual leave and a passion for wildlife 

photography, I may well end up taking advantage 

of opportunities provided by my friend and others: 

with a full-time job, it’s not easy to find the time 

(and energy) to do all the research and preparation 

required before photography can begin. I might be 

a little bothered that my pictures looked similar to 

those of other photographers who had used the same 

site but by sitting in the same place with the same 

equipment and intent on capturing the same definitive 

moment, that is inevitable - and a small price to pay 

for a rare opportunity. I would, however, feel decidedly 

uncomfortable if I was asked to tell the story behind the 

picture. Part of the mystique of wildlife photography, 

after all, is the popular idea that we sequester ourselves 

in remote, damp hides for unreasonably long periods 

to bring never-before-seen animal behaviour to public 

attention. Or, through our own wiliness, are able to gain 

the trust of shy creatures that normally shun human 

 Sea eagle, Alam Pedja, Estonia. Working at locations you or 

friends have developed for their own use give the possibility of 

more distinctive images than those from paid-for sites - if you 

have the time to do this.

Nature photo-tourism
“



Red squirrel, Meikleour, Scotland. Taken 

in the early 1990’s before paid-for bait 

sites were popular, this photograph was 

published a lot - before such pictures 

became commonplace.

red squirrel bait site, but I wish just as fervently that the 

people who create their own opportunities and bring us 

genuinely original images receive proper recognition for 

their work. Their’s is an investment in time rather than 

cash. Without that, the relationship with the subject 

- and the resulting back story - is altogether more 

superficial. Photo tourism sites also raise questions 

about originality: even with the fastest reactions and 

most up to date equipment, there is a certain sameness 

about the images, no matter how spectacular they are, 

from well known sites. While many people seem happy 

to emulate their photographic heroes and bring back 

images which are almost indistinguishable from their’s, 

I’d like to think many more (and I’m in this camp) take 

pleasure from creating something novel and previously 

unseen. Why? Because on one level it is simply more 

gratifying than merely “gilding the lily”. On another, the 

viewer is likely to be more curious about your subject if 

it is presented to them in a fresh way or in an unfamiliar 

setting. The picture then has the potential to inform as 

well as entertain. In practice, the majority of judges I 

have worked alongside in various competitions seem 

ignorant of, or unmoved by, these arguments and are 

wedded to the idea that appearance is all, no matter 

how familiar the motif. And we shouldn’t forget that 

the red squirrel picture I mentioned at the outset was 

a “viewers’ winner.” I for one hope that dedicated “local 

patch” wildlife photographers aren’t deterred and I 

will continue to champion this sort of photography 

whenever I’m invited to judge.
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Stonechat, Islay, Scotland. Unplanned 

encounters often give rise to more 

interesting, spontaneous images.


