
Most 
Overlooked 
Elements of  
Wildlife 
Filmmaking 
  by Jake Willers

9



9 Most Overlooked Elements of Wildlife Filmmaking

This report is my list of the 9 things that I find are consistently overlooked 
when new filmmakers start producing wildlife films. It’s so easy to become 
consumed with passion for your project that these fundamentals can
be neglected.

1. Ethics - How you conduct your wildlife filmmaking

 
It's important to maintain a boundary when entering a filmmaking 
environment with wildlife. A healthy respect for an animal’s space/habitat 
is important for maintaining natural behavior and preventing disturbance. 
Each species will have a different level of boundary area, i.e., a wolf will 
have a much larger boundary area than, let’s say, a wild horse. If these 
boundaries are not respected you will either end up scaring the animal 
away, capturing footage of an animal stressed by your presence, or, worst 
of all, getting hurt. None of these outcomes is conducive to good ethical 
wildlife filmmaking. 


Other ethical considerations come into play when you edit your footage. 
Are you portraying the footage correctly? Are you pretending an animal is 
wild when in actual fact you filmed it in a captive environment? There is no 
harm filming in captive environments such as zoos and parks as long as 
you state that you did so in the credits or during the clips. The ethics issue 
arises when footage is used in a fashion that implies the animal is in the 
wild when it really isn’t.


Never handle wildlife unnecessarily or without the oversight of a wildlife 
expert. This is probably the biggest of the ethical issues today in natural 
history filmmaking. Too many people think that the best way to get ratings 
is to grab a camera and film themselves harassing wildlife. We need to get 
away from this behavior and think about why we are making wildlife films. 
One thing is for sure, there will always be a place for well shot and 
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produced wildlife films, but the harassment of animals in films has worn 
thin and viewers are becoming more aware of the need to curtail its 
existence and move back towards great quality programming. Show 
wildlife at its best and inspire your viewers.


2. Audio - Why audio is as important as the image, if not more so

 
Audio is arguably the most overlooked aspect of filmmaking when 
filmmakers are starting out. It’s easy to become so consumed with getting 
the image perfect that audio becomes an afterthought. In actual fact audio 
is more important than the image. Yup, you heard me - MORE important. 
Have you ever sat down to watch a documentary only to get ten minutes 
in and have to switch it off due to poor audio? I have. When you can’t hear 
what’s being said due to wind or background noise a show becomes 
unwatchable no matter how good the image. Now, if the audio is excellent 
but the image is mediocre it’s still watchable. That is why we still have 
radio but don’t have silent TV!


In terms of recording audio there are cases where you can get away 
without recording an audio track during filming, for instance when you 
know the footage will be edited to music and no ambient sound track is 
needed. However, it’s far more useful to have the ambient track as back up 
in case you do need it in the edit or for future projects. And there’s nothing 
worse during the edit than needing an ambient audio track to fill in the 
background and finding that it wasn’t recorded. Yes, I’ve been there and it 
takes up so much time to fix in post-production using alternative audio or 
having to eliminate the clip from your edit altogether — never a good thing. 
So, as a rule of thumb always record an audio track, preferably via a 
shotgun mic. Never under-estimate the value of this as it will save you time 
and time again having an audio track to fall back on.

 
Recording a buzz track (also known as room tone, ambient sound, wild 
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sound and probably many more names) should be carried out at every 
new location during a shoot. The buzz track is the ambient sound of the 
environment. Typically recording buzz would be done by asking all crew 
members to remain silent for a minimum of 30 seconds while the 
environment sound is recorded. If you are filming alone then this is easy as 
you only have yourself to worry about, so get comfortable, aim the mic in 
the appropriate direction, usually the direction you were shooting in, and 
record the ambient background noise. 


When recording the buzz track directly into the camera I like to put my 
hand in front of the camera lens to denote buzz track. Then when in post-
production looking through my footage thumbnails I can easily spot my 
hand and know it’s buzz track and not footage. 


So, what's the purpose of buzz track, I hear you ask? It’s used to hide 
audio glitches when cutting clips together in the edit. Imagine you’re 
filming an interview in an area with crickets chirping in the background. 
When you're in post-production and editing your interview into soundbites, 
you'll need to take out all of the in-between stuff like the interviewer talking 
and bloops, etc. The problem is that while your interviewee is speaking 
you can hear the sound of crickets chirping away merrily in the 
background and when you make cuts there's either a slight pause before 
the next dialogue or your cricket’s sound is cut in mid-chirp. This is 
extremely off-putting and affects the film’s flow. 


It can't be fixed in any other way than to add some singing crickets back 
into the background. If all has gone to plan you will have recorded a 
minimum 30 second buzz track at the end of your interview, preferably 
directly after the interview, so the background audio is as close to the 
interview background audio as possible. Let's face it, you never know 
when those winged critters are going to stop chirping! So now in post-
production you take your buzz track, lay it over your interview clips and 
voilà, no one watching has any idea that there was a break in the dialogue 
track. That's one of the simplest uses of a buzz track. It can be used in a 
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variety of ways to fill in dead air space over footage clips filed without 
audio or dubbed over clips with crew noise, etc. The key is to always have 
it in your toolbox to make your life easier at the edit stage.


3. Story - What story are you trying to convey with your film? 
 
Your story can be the difference between an award winning film or a film 
no one wants to watch. A story can make you laugh, frown or cry, but no 
story, or lack of a good story, may make viewers switch off. Stories create 
emotion, empathy and even repulsion, all of which are feelings. If your 
story is great it can create an emotional change or even elicit an action 
from people, but more about that in section 9: Impact. 


By thinking about your storyline early on in pre-production you create a 
strong framework from which to build your project. It's like a building 
foundation — without one your building will topple; without the story your 
film is just a bunch of footage strung together. Whether it's the story of the 
life-cycle of a cicada or the story of a cheetah sanctuary in South Africa, 
the story is not only the foundation to work from but the entire theme that 
holds the film together and keeps the viewers watching. Not all stories will 
be (or need to be) emotional; factual stories about a species can be great 
to watch and very educational, it just depends on the type of film 

you’re making. 


The point is that productions with strong stories are more enjoyable and 
watchable than those without. Also, by choosing your story and building 
your production around it, you'll find that your focus will be far greater than 
just grabbing your camera, heading into the wilderness and hoping for the 
best. You'll be able to define the shots you need to convey the story, and 
focus on capturing those shots when in the field. This might sound 
obvious, but it’s a wasted effort filming hours of footage of antelope 
grazing in a field only to be seated at your computer days later trying to 
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piece together a new story, that you just thought of, on how they traverse 
the landscape with the vast amount of man-made obstacles in their path. 
Now you need footage to visually tell that story, but you have none, just a 
ton of grazing antelope! But arm yourself with your story and a shot list 
with the scenes that you would ideally like to capture to convey that story, 
and then you can focus your efforts on getting the right shots before you 
even leave the house. 


Often it means forfeiting another shot — if, say, the antelope are crawling 
under a fence while behind you two males are rutting, you have to decide 
which best tells your story, rutting males or antelopes crawling under a 
fence. Obviously, if they are going under the fence regularly then grab the 
rutting shots, then get the fence shots when you can, but make a decision 
based upon the variables. If neither of these activities are happening very 
often then the shot of the antelope crawling under the fence is going to be 
indispensable when telling your man-made obstacle story. Yes, the rutting 
shot is nice but it just does’t help with this storyline. 
 
Stories are never in short supply. There are always the obvious stories 
about life-cycles, species biology and habitat, etc, but what's fun is that 
they can always be told in different ways. You are the storyteller and you 
have the artistic right to make the story your own, so be creative! 


Then there are the stories that are unique and individual. Whether it's an 
orphaned deer released back into the wild or an elephant who thinks it's a 
human, the animal kingdom is full of quirky exciting stories just waiting to 
be told. So, consider your story right at the beginning!


4. Practice - Practice, practice, practice 
 
Too many filmmakers buy gear and head out to the wilderness expecting 
to film an award-winning documentary first time. Trust me, I’ve been there 
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— that overwhelming desire to be a Werner Herzog or Doug Allan takes 
over and all rational thoughts of discipline and mastering a technique fade 
into the abyss as you film away to your heart’s content capturing incredible 
images, only to get home and look over your footage and find that you 
weren’t able to control yourself while panning and every shot is shaky or 
jerky. Time to get some PRACTICE! 
 
I take every opportunity I can to gain experience and get practice with my 
gear. Whether it’s filming wildlife stock footage, a commercial or corporate 
training event, each time I film I get to understand my gear’s quirks and 
traits more intimately. I’ve learned how to stand for optimum consistency 
when panning and how much pressure to apply to the tripod head for the 
smoothest shot, where each specific button is that I use regularly and 
each bezel on every lens so my zooming and focusing is second nature 
without having to search for them.


Over the years I have used each piece of new gear over and over again in 
controlled environments where I could really get the best from it and test 
all the variables before I find myself face-to-face with a money shot in the 
wild. WHY? Because I have missed so many money shots that I learned 
the hard way!  
 
Practicing and getting to know your gear is easily the simplest way to 
perfect your art and get the MONEY SHOT when you need it. And it 
doesn’t need to be in the wilderness sitting for hours waiting for a beaver 
to finally exit its den so you can grab a few seconds of footage. In fact the 
easiest way I found when starting out is to involve myself with other 
filmmakers and offer my services to gain experience in real filming 
environments. Filming local company commercials, corporate training 
videos, events and even local independent movies are all great ways to 
learn the craft and get valuable practice with your gear so when the time 
comes YOU’RE READY!
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Once you’ve used your gear in a variety of situations you’ll find that it 
becomes second nature, like riding a bike, and you’ll no longer need to 
fumble around looking for the controls as you’ll know exactly where they 
are and exactly how the gear handles, which will make your life so much 
easier when in the field under pressure to get the shot.


5. Patience - Rome wasn't built in a day and neither was BBC's Planet 
Earth series!  
 
Sometimes it can be extremely hard to sit and wait for something to 
happen. You’re all fired up about your project, your gear’s setup in front of 
a bear den ready to hit the record button — it’s time to get some incredible 
footage. But then you come to terms with the fact that the bear might not 
actually come out of its den today or tomorrow or the next day.


Sometimes you get lucky and all unfolds in front of your lens in the first 
hour of setting up. But more likely you'll be sat there for hours or even 
days. The rewards are huge when you finally get that footage you’ve 
dreamed about, but the waiting can finish you before you've even started. 
Of course not all wildlife filmmaking requires waiting. Some species are 
there day in, day out, doing their thing and you can just turn up and catch 
them at it. This is a good way to start dipping your toes into the world of 
wildlife filmmaking as it will help you master your art before you enter into 
the realms of sitting in a hide for hours on end. But when you do get to 
that place where you know a bear exists inside that den and he has to 
come out at some point, then muster all of the patience you have and 
prepare for the long haul. It makes it so much more of a reward knowing 
you put everything into it.
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6. Clothing - Is it cold? Is it hot? Are you prepared?  
 
Sounds simple but wearing the right kind of clothing is key to keeping a 
production running smoothly. I've seen assistant producers burn to a crisp 
because they wore shorts and tank tops all day in the searing African sun. 
When this happens it can bring a production to a standstill. If it's hot 
weather make sure you have lightweight breathable clothing and stay 
covered at all times. A film shoot is not the place to be working on your 
tan!


If it's cold take plenty of layers so that you have the ability to remove top 
layers when you're active and replace them when you're stationary. 
Sometimes wildlife filmmaking will mean sitting in one place for hours 
waiting for a shot. The last thing you want to be doing is waving your arms 
around trying to keep warm when you have a timid flock of birds land in 
front of your lens and you’ve waited all day to film them.


Camouflage is important if you're exposed and can be seen by your 
subject. If you don't have camouflage clothing then wear neutral greens or 
blacks or any dark color that will help you blend into the background and 
shadows. I was lucky enough to be sponsored by Craghopper Clothing 
and Lowa Boots while I was a presenter with National Geographic. This 
meant I could choose the ideal clothing for comfort, coolness or warmth 
depending on where we were filming.


Never underestimate the importance of a good pair of boots if traversing 
any distance. I still have a pair of Lowa boots that have been around the 
globe with me many times. If maintained correctly a good pair of boots will 
last years and serve you well. When you're comfortable on a shoot you 
can keep your mind on what really matters, filmmaking!
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7. Safety - At all times!  

It can be easy to become so involved producing an amazing film that you’ll 
put yourself in any situation to get the shot. 


Firstly, if you have a great deal of wildlife experience or are an expert on a 
particular species, then you probably know how close you can get and 
what the risks are with a particular animal. But if you have no experience 
with wildlife you shouldn't take any risks to get the shot. Being 
accompanied by a wildlife professional is a wise decision if just starting 
out. In Africa, for instance, hiring a guide who will drive you around and 
keep you within a safe distance of the wildlife is a must. 


It's far too easy to become distracted while concentrating on a shot and 
fail to notice that the bear you’re filming is now only 10 feet from your lens. 
No shot is worth placing yourself, or anyone else, in harm’s way. Always 
seek expert advice from either a park ranger, wildlife biologist, ecologist, 
guide or other qualified person when attempting to film in a natural setting 
with wild animals. You'll soon find you can get every shot you need by 
thinking safety first. SAFETY FIRST, SHOT SECOND!


8. Accessories - What do you need to make it happen? 
 
The type of shoot you’re on will very much dictate this one. If you're 
filming from the back of your truck, or you’re never more than a few feet 
away from it, then you can carry an arsenal of gear that will allow you to 
get every conceivable shot you could wish for. But if you're hiking miles 
over mountainous terrain then you'll probably want to leave your camera 
crane at home! 


Much of the time I’m in mountainous areas and I have to carry the 
absolute bare minimum of gear possible, and I’m not just talking camera 
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gear. If you’re out all day you'll need to pack water and food too, so 
minimizing your camera gear is a must. 


Luckily, these days cameras are getting smaller and smaller with better 
and better image quality. As quality is no longer an issue, it's more a 
question of what you’ll be filming. If you're following a person who's 
carrying out a task, let's say a wildlife biologist working in the field, then 
most of your shots could be hand-held, but if you’re setting up to film an 
animal a few hundred yards away then you really only have two choices: 


1) prop your camera on something nearby, a log or rock, or

2) take a monopod or ideally a tripod with you


The first tripod I purchased was a lightweight two-stage Sachtler that I still 
use to this day, however its spreader does limit its leg movement. So, for 
truly versatile positioning on a mountain side, and lightweight carrying, a 
carbon fibre single-tube leg design tripod like the Miller Solo or Manfrotto 
536 is perfect. These tripods don’t have a spreader holding the legs but 
instead use individual leg locks to allow for custom positioning in awkward 
areas. (And they are tough. I have a Manfrotto 536 tripod which I 
accidentally drove my car over and it still works perfectly!) 


It's all about compromise. A beanbag or cushion is another option for 
propping the camera on the ground or on a rock when necessary, 
especially when filming a tightly zoomed shot where any movement of the 
camera is highly noticeable. Monopods can be a great compromise 
although they still allow the camera to move back and forth, and side to 
side so require a steady hand. 


Remember: it's hard to think of leaving gear behind, but when you're in the 
wilderness on a shoot and you’re carrying too much, you'll either get 
fatigued and miss the shots you need or you’ll get frustrated trying to lug 
that much weight around and lose your passion. So keep it simple and 
pack light! 
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Practice going out with the minimal gear you can and learn what works for 
you. I love using my Manfrotto FigRig as once the camera is locked in 
place it acts like a safety cage when climbing between rock outcroppings. 
It has saved my camera many times from being badly damaged and is 
lightweight so makes carrying the camera a breeze. But we’re all different. 
We all have our favorite gear that we can't live without, so test drive gear 
and find what works for you and your style of shooting. And remember, 
you only have one back so take care of it!  

9. Impact - What impact will your film have on the world?  
 
What’s your film’s message? Is there a message? Not all films will have the 
same amount of impact and they don't have to; some films simply inspire 
others by showing the natural world in all its glory. Others have a ‘call-to-
action’ asking viewers to help change a situation. Others educate about a 
specific issue. 


Every filmmaker will have different reasons for making their film and that is 
what's so great about filmmaking. It's art and that art can either have a 
message or none. I like to have a clear message in my filmmaking. For me, 
films are a conduit to help inspire or instigate a reaction from the viewer. 
Whether it's an educational piece for kids to learn the importance of a 
species or a call-to-action piece to motivate the viewer to take action and 
help any way they can. For me it's the message that drives me to create 
films. 


The fun part is I love what I'm doing throughout the entire process. There's 
meaning that pushes me through those times when I have to summon my 
patience —  it's that end goal that pushes me to ‘up my a game’ every 
time I pick up my camera. I know the harder I try to capture the best image 
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I can and produce the best final product I have in me, the greater the 
outcome and the impact it will have. 


However, in striving for perfection remember that sometimes it can be 
easy to get bogged down in the finer details — to shoot and over shoot 
and then reshoot to try to get a better image; to worry yourself to death 
about whether your camera gear is good enough or your skills are up to 
scratch. If you constantly worry that your gear is old or that you could've 
done better you'll never achieve anything. The answer is to get out there 
with your gear and start shooting. This is the only way your skills will 
improve and that you will move forward to new opportunities. Film, film 
and film some more. 


You'll learn more from actively putting yourself out there in different 
scenarios and pressing that record button than you will spending all day 
online watching other peoples’ films worrying that your gear isn't good 
enough. Gear-envy is a productivity killer. You'll get nowhere fast wishing 
you had better gear. The gear will come with practice, patience and 
perseverance; master your skill, make inspiring films and move towards 
your goal as a filmmaker. As you grow, so will your gear, and you'll be in a 
place to make the most of it. Above all, have fun, make engaging films 
with impact, and enjoy every moment you get to spend with nature.
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